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Abstract 
In 2015, the United Nations adopted the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ that introduces 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) paving the way for a more sustainable future. The Agenda is of an 

unprecedented nature in its integration of three dimensions of sustainable development: economic growth, 

social inclusion and environmental protection; and in its encompassing call for action to all countries, 

businesses, civil society organizations and individuals. In Denmark, youth have been highlighted as an 

important group for achieving the SDGs, and the country has adopted an informal SDG 18 to strengthen, 

involve and engage youth. To achieve SDG 18, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have been 

identified as important actors to reach youth in Denmark. 

 

Due to the novelty of the 2030 Agenda and youth inclusion, a knowledge gap exists on how to mobilize 

youth to engage in a global agenda of this nature. Thus, the aim of this paper is to narrow this knowledge 

gap by identifying key factors for how NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. Furthermore, a 

special focus on motivations and competences as determinants for engagement is provided by the analytical 

framework. With its focus on youth inclusion, Denmark is chosen as the context of the study and the 

empirical data is collected through a multiple case study of six Danish NGOs working as frontrunners in the 

field of youth engagement. The implications of the collected data lead to the creation of a youth engagement 

model which encompasses seven main factors, namely motivations, competences, platforms, actors, tools, 

strategy and target group. 

 

This paper finds that NGOs need to understand the complexity of Danish youth in order to mobilize them 

to engage in the SDGs. Danish youth will differ in their motivations and competences and therefore, require 

different strategies to be mobilized. When developing a strategy for how to engage youth in the SDGs, 

NGOs need to consider the factors of motivations, competences, platforms, actors and tools. However, the 

choice within these factors will depend on the target group of the NGOs and they must understand the 

significance of each factor in relation to the context they are in, namely Danish society and youth culture. 

By exploring the seven factors in the conclusive youth engagement model, this paper further provides a 

foundation for future research on youth inclusion in the SDGs in Denmark. 

 

Keywords: Youth engagement, Sustainable Development Goals, Danish NGOs, mobilization strategies, 

youth inclusion, social media, motivations, competences, SDG 18.  
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1. Introduction 
 

“Young people must be given the opportunity to enhance their participation and influence in society as 

involved, committed and equal players with the ability and opportunity to take development into their own 

hands. To emphasise the importance attached by Denmark to young people in the development 

cooperation, we have set ourselves an informal goal no. 18 for young people – in full respect for the 

international framework defined by the existing Sustainable Development Goals” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2017:7) 

 

1.1 An Ambitious Agenda to Transform our World 
The world we live in today faces a wide range of pressing global development challenges such as climate 

change, increasing inequality and disruptive technologies. There is a momentum for action as described by 

former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon: “We are the first generation that can put an end to poverty 

and we are the last generation that can put an end to climate change” (UNSG 2015). For this to be possible 

an all-encompassing solution is needed. 193 UN countries therefore universally agreed in 2015 to act for a 

more sustainable world and presented the inclusive approach titled ‘Transforming our World: the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (UN 2015). The novel and ambitious agenda consists of 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 169 sub-goals and 232 different indicators. The SDGs are 

unprecedented in their integration of three dimensions of sustainable development: economic growth, social 

inclusion and environmental protection. They include human rights considerations and most importantly, 

the notion of ‘leaving no one behind’ (ibid). Drafted through multi-stakeholder engagement, they encompass 

the voices of a wide range of actors such as businesses, civil society, and the Global South. The overall aim 

is that together we can reach all 17 SDGs by 2030 (ibid). 

 

Figure 1: The 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

 
Source: Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform (2018b) 
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The idea behind the SDGs is to gather all countries to act “for the global wellbeing of this generation and 

those to come” (Sachs 2012:2208). In addition to the 193 UN countries working towards a sustainable 

future, the 2030 Agenda is also a call for action to every organization, business and citizen around the world. 

Moreover, youth are identified as a fundamental voice and actor in the drafting, implementation and 

reviewing of the Global Goals. The original text of the 2030 Agenda specifically mentions youth when 

stating that “the future of humanity and of our planet lies in our hands. It lies also in the hands of today’s 

younger generation who will pass the torch to future generations” (UN 2015: par. 53). Youth have the 

knowledge, ideals and innovative solutions to realize the SDGs (UNDP 2017). In fact, as the former UN 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan states: "Young people should be at the forefront of global change and 

innovation. Empowered, they can be key agents for development and peace.” (Preisser 2016). This 

emphasizes the importance of mobilizing youth in the implementation and realization of the SDGs. It is 

regarded necessary that youth feel empowered to create a positive change in the world and can unleash their 

full potential as active citizens of the world. Around the globe, actors work to make youth aware of the 

SDGs, help them understand the essence and importance of the SDGs, and help them act on the SDGs. 

Showcasing daily actions and innovative projects stands as inspiration to all youth of how they can change 

the world one action at a time.   

 

Current rankings, such as the SDG Index, place Denmark among the leading nations on SDG progress 

(Sachs et al. 2017). Denmark also places itself as a leading nation in relation to youth inclusion as it has set 

itself the informal ‘SDG 18’ which seeks to strengthen, involve and engage youth. Goal 18 was initiated by 

the umbrella organization for Danish youth organizations (DUF) to secure youth’s place in the Danish 

political development agenda (DUF 2016). The informal goal was later supported by inter alia the Ministry 

of Finance (MoF) heading SDG implementation, and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs (MFA) with their 

international strategy focusing on youth involvement (Tørnes, Sand & Halvorsen 2017). An important actor 

to carry out SDG 18 are Danish Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). The Danish MoF highlights 

NGOs’ important role in engaging youth in the SDGs and identifies youth organizations as “the best 

available partner for raising awareness of the SDGs among the next generation” (MoF 2017:66). In 2017, 

around 16% of young people in Denmark (between 18-34 years) were aware of the SDGs (ibid:64). This 

number shows that a large group of young people do not know about the SDG yet and emphasizes the 

important role Danish NGOs have to inform and engage. The current state of the SDG engagement of youth 

in Denmark illustrates “an opportunity for Danish youth organization to take concrete action”, which will 

be the topic of this paper (ibid). 
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1.2 Research Questions and Delimitation 
Youth are presented as crucial to the success of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, but the 

majority of Danish youth are unaware of the SDGs. Since NGOs are identified as an important actor for 

Danish youth inclusion, it is relevant to study how these actors are currently mobilizing youth to engage in 

the SDGs. Moreover, from literature on youth engagement, motivations and competences are identified as 

important factors that influence engagement in civic issues. As a result, this paper will undertake a 

qualitative study of six Danish NGOs, that are considered front-runners in their work with youth and the 

SDGs, in order to explore how NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. The research questions 

we seek to answer in this paper are therefore the following: 

 
To be able to answer these research questions (RQs), we find it necessary to elaborate and delimit some of 

the concepts presented in the questions. This section will therefore define: youth, Danish NGOs, 

mobilization, engagement, motivation and competences. Thereafter, we address the relationship between 

the main RQ and sub-question, and reflect upon their relevance, originality and manageability. 

 

1.2.1 Delimitation of the RQs 

Youth is defined by the UN as people between 15 and 24 years with children consequently being under 15 

years (Preisser 2016). This paper follows a broader definition between 13-29 years. This definition is 

adopted to coincide with the target group of the NGOs in this study. The NGOs’ age range varies, but the 

13-29 range covers the entire spectrum (see appendix 1). In this study, the NGOs have an unclear definition 

of youth in terms of demographics, and seldomly comment on such differences within their target groups. 

They also do not include generational differences such as the one identified between Millennials (born 1980-

95) and Generation Z (born after 1995) (Merriman 2015). As the NGOs do not comment on these distinction, 

this paper’s definition of youth will also exclude such differences and focus on the age group 13-29 years. 

This age group plays a critical part in SDG realization due to several reasons, among others because it 

constitutes 21,72% of the Danish population in 2018 (Danish Statistics 2018). 

 

NGOs as actors in the global political sphere are markedly different from states and businesses as their 

strategies of action are independent of official actors. NGOs are “the creation of like-minded private 

individuals who share a founding idea” and work for a non-profit purpose (Broome 2014:113). As part of 

the NGO umbrella concept, another form of organization frequently mentioned in literature are Social 

Movement Organizations (SMOs). The arguments related to SMOs presented in this paper are found to also 

How can Danish NGOs mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs?

What motivations and competences do the NGOs need to focus on?
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be applicable to the chosen NGOs in this study. In the context of this paper, the NGOs are delimited to be 

Danish and engaging youth in the SDGs. 

 

The term mobilization follows the Cambridge definition “to organize people to support something or to 

make a part of an organization” (Cambridge Dictionary 2018). This definition was chosen as it helps to 

shed light on how NGOs can engage youth for taking action in the SDGs. Engagement in this context is 

defined as “the fact of being involved” and “the process of encouraging people to be interested in the work 

of an organization” (ibid). And this form of participation is “facilitated and strengthened by the mediation 

function of youth-led organizations” (UN 2017: par. 65). When it comes to motivation, this concept sheds 

light on the reasons why youth will choose to partake in the SDGs, and competences are regarded as skills 

and the ability to understand and act on something such as the SDGs. 

 

1.2.2 Creating a Relevant, Original and Manageable RQ 

 

 
 

The main RQ addresses the topic of youth engagement in the SDGs, which is an increasingly important 

focus at a global and a Danish level. Because NGOs are identified as a key actor to reach youth, it was 

considered relevant to study how these actors currently mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. The 

relevance of NGOs in youth engagement is confirmed by academic theories and other sources that will be 

presented later in this paper. The main RQ starts with the open-ended word ‘how’ to demonstrate an 

exploratory strategy, where the concern is one central phenomenon, namely Danish NGOs mobilizing youth 

in the SDGs (Creswell 2014:185). The question gives room for the diverse perspectives that interviewees 

might have on this phenomenon (ibid). 

 

The main question is supplemented by a sub-question that specifies and narrows down the broader 

phenomenon; in order or the research question to be manageable (Bryman 2012:90; Creswell 2014:185). 

Our sub-question presents a specific focus on the motivations and competences as these are factors that can 

affect youth’s decision to engage in civic issues. It is therefore important that NGOs are aware of what 

motivations and competences to focus on to mobilize youth. These concepts were derived from literature on 

civic engagement that emphasize motivations and competences as important factors to study. 

Lastly, the research question needs to present an original perspective (Bryman 2012:85). There is a gap in 

literature on youth engagement in the SDGs, and NGOs specifically working with youth have only been 

Main RQ: How can Danish NGOs mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs?

Sub-question: What motivations and competences do the NGOs need to focus on?
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marginally discussed in research. Therefore, exploring how NGOs mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs in 

a Danish context adds to a gap in the current academic debate. Additionally, the focus on competences and 

motivation is an original perspective. 

 

1.3 Structure of This Paper 
Figure 2: Structure  

This thesis is structured around seven main chapters, as visualized in 

figure 2. Chapter 1 introduces the main topics of this paper, i.e. the 

SDGs, youth as an increasingly important actor in achieving the 2030 

Agenda, and Danish NGOs as actors to reach youth. Also, it presents 

the research questions this paper aims to answer. In chapter 2, the 

theoretical framework, consisting of three theories, is presented. The 

framework provides insights into the NGO perspective on how to 

mobilize resources, and the youth perspective focusing on youth’s 

motivations and competences. Chapter 3 situates this study in the 

academic literature by shedding light on the field of political 

socialization, social movements, and social media. In chapter 4, the 

paper’s methodological approach is presented, and the methods used 

to answer the research questions are explored. With this foundation, 

chapter 5 consists of the analysis which revolves around themes identified in the data processing. The 

analysis firstly addresses the sub-question, where the youth perspective is applied, and thereafter, the main 

RQ is addressed through a NGO perspective. Chapter 6 discusses the main implications and debates from 

the analysis in a holistic manner by structuring around the what, why, when, where and who of youth 

engagement in the SDGs. Thereafter, the implications of these dimensions lead to a summarizing discussion 

of how Danish NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs, i.e. answering the main RQ. Thereafter, 

the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research are outlined. In chapter 7, a conclusion will 

gather the main findings from the previous chapters and answer the RQs of this paper. 

 

1.4 Background 
Years-long negotiations and the inclusion of a vast number of stakeholders such as businesses, governments, 

experts and civil society preceded the SDGs. Among the means of involvement were the so-called ‘Major 

Groups’ representing among others children and youth, women, indigenous people, and NGOs in the UN. 

Formalized at the 1992 Earth Summit, these nine sectors of society are identified as the main channels of 

broad participation in UN activities related to sustainable development (Sustainable Development 2018a). 

Another notable involvement in the drafting process was the use of online media such as the 

Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 2: Theory

Chapter 3: Literature Review

Chapter 4: Methodology

Chapter 5: Analysis

Chapter 6: Discussion

Chapter 7: Conclusion
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WorldWeWant2015.org platform, the My World 2015 Survey and other forms of consultations of the public 

(SDG Action Campaign 2015). The aim was to “gather the priorities of people from every corner of the 

world” and converge the “aspiration of all citizens” (Spijkers & Honniball 2014:7). Overall, this multi-

stakeholder involvement has led to the transformative, universal and integrated character of the SDGs. In 

order to better understand how youth are included in the SDG work, this section will present the role ascribed 

to youth in the SDG work of the UN and Denmark. Lastly, Danish civil society will be presented as the 

context of this study. 

 

1.4.1 The Role of Youth in the UN SDG work 

The UN, governments and NGOs identify youth as one of the vital players in realizing the SDGs. But even 

though youth are an integral part of the agenda, there is no official SDG specifically directed towards youth, 

rather, they are included throughout the goals and indicators (UN 2017, par. 8 & 11). For the drafting of the 

SDGs, the UN put a special focus on including youth through both online and offline media. For instance, 

the My World Survey was answered by 8 million participants, of which 54% were between 16 and 30 years 

(Hwang & Kim 2017:23). At the same time, the UN engaged young people on social media such as Twitter 

with the tags #TheFutureWeWant and the account @MyWorld2015 (ibid). Youth are also highly involved 

in the implementation and discussions after 2015, especially through the UN Program on youth (UNDESA 

2018). A focal point of participation are the youth delegates that are part of their country’s delegation to the 

UN. They have the role of providing input on youth matters and participate in general work such as attending 

meetings and negotiations (ibid). For instance, they also partake in High-Level Political Fora (HLPF) of the 

UN. Moreover, the appointment of a UN Envoy on Youth strengthens the voice of youth within the UN 

system (UN 2017, par. 76). To sum up, the UN has put an extensive focus on the involvement and 

recognition of youth in the SDGs. 

 

1.4.2 Youth in Danish SDG Work 

As previously stated, current rankings place Denmark among the leading nations on SDG progress (Sachs 

et al. 2017). Moreover, Denmark exemplifies an intriguing case with the creation of the informal SDG 18. 

The support for SDG 18 exemplifies the increasing importance a diverse set of Danish actors attribute to 

youth. Youth organizations therefore play a crucial role “in creating sustainable development for the 

individual and society” (MFA 2017:7). The Danish government has developed an ‘Action Plan for 

Sustainable Development’ where they specifically mention youth as a key focus (Danish Government 2017). 

Additionally, the Danish MoF has published the Voluntary National Review of the implementation of the 

SDGs. Youth is highlighted as important actor in the implementation through civil society as they are 

identified as a “huge resource and a key stakeholder” (MoF 2017:63). The Danish MFA states in their 

strategy ‘The World 2030’ that “the global youth is our future and a Danish key issue” (MFA 2017:7). The 
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goal is to enhance youth’s participation and influence in society and make youth more committed, involved 

and equal actors taking development in their own hands (ibid). 

 

1.4.3 The Danish Context 

Danish civil society represents the context of this study as civil society is identified as the “political space 

where associations of citizens seek, from outside political parties, to shape societal rules” (Broome 

2014:113). In Denmark, civil society is a critical pillar of society and democracy - and youth are actively 

involved in this (MoF 2017:63). Approximately 39% of the Danish population were engaged in volunteer 

work in 2017, and young people volunteer most, together with retirees (between 41% and 43% of them) 

(Hjære & Jørgensen 2017:7). Over the past years, 63% of the population in Denmark have volunteered at 

some point in their life (ibid). Civil involvement, political influence, open dialogue and cooperation have a 

long tradition in Denmark, as well as good structural conditions and enabling spaces for youth organizations. 

Denmark and their civil society are thus characterized by core values around participation, volunteerism, 

influence, dialogue and inclusion (MoF 2017:63). This can be traced back to the specific historical 

conditions in Denmark and the socio-economic, political and cultural context leading to a socially liberal 

character of society with a strong welfare state (Kaspersen & Ottesen 2001:23). 

 

It is also highlighted that the pluralistic school system with ‘friskoler’ (free schools), ‘højskoler’ (folk high 

schools) and volunteer associations play an important role in this development. They are important “for 

learning basic democratic skills” and meeting Danes from all parts of society (Kaspersen & Ottesen 

2001:15). Another expression for the strong civil society in Denmark is the annual ‘Folkemøde’ and 

‘Ungdommens Folkemøde’ (youth version), where a diverse body of Danes meet to discuss current political 

and social challenges in Denmark (Folkemødet.dk 2018). In 2018, a special focus was on the SDGs, with 

diverse SDG- and youth-related workshops, debates and talks (Globalt Fokus 2018). Another indication for 

the political interest of civil society are voting habits; where Denmark scores quite high in a European 

comparison (IDEA 2018). When it comes to youth, Danish 16-25-year-olds are “generally democratically 

minded and confident in democracy from an international perspective” (MoF 2017:63). But some numbers 

have also worried organizations as only 46% of Danish young people consider themselves ‘politically 

interested’, from 81% in 2010 (ibid:64). Also, young voter participation (between 18-29 years) has generally 

been at 80%, while other age groups have a 5-10% higher turnout. 
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2. Theory 
This chapter will present the theoretical framework put forward to help answer the research questions:  

 
Three theories have been chosen and together provide two levels of analysis: 1) the perspective of the NGO 

- focusing on NGOs internal operations, and 2) the perspective of youth - understanding what motivates 

youth to engage in a civil society cause. As visualized by figure 3, the theories supplement each other by 

focusing on different perspectives and levels of youth engagement in the SDGs. Through this, they provide 

a holistic theoretical framework. The first theory focuses on understanding today's multi-purpose NGOs and 

the strategies they use to mobilize resources and enlist commitment. The second theory provides an 

understanding of what motivates youth to partake in civil society. The last theory concerns the arenas where 

youth are taught civic engagement, and what competences youth need to be engaged in civil society. 

Combining these three theories will shed light on how NGOs can mobilize youth around the SDGs and what 

motivations and competences they need to focus on in order to engage youth. The theories will be presented 

separately, each including a section on how this paper will apply the theories.  

 
Figure 3: Theoretical Framework Illustration 

 

 

How can Danish NGOs mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs?

What motivations and competences do the NGOs need to focus on?

Resource 
mobilization 

strategies

MotivationsCompetences

NGO perspective

Youth perspective

Youth 
engagement in 

the SDGs
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2.1 Understanding Multi-Purpose Hybrid Voluntary Organizations 
Hasenfeld and Gidron state that as third sector organizations have evolved over time, many have started to 

take a multi-purpose hybrid form that incorporates characteristics from three different forms of organizing; 

social movement organizations, non-profit organizations and volunteer-run associations (2005:98). These 

‘multi-purpose hybrid organizations’ (hereafter MHO) combine key features from these forms, such as: a) 

they seek to bring about social change, though not necessarily through protest and other non-institutional 

means, b) the services they provide, social or educational, promote their distinct values and are strategies 

for social change, c) their internal structure can be a mix of collectivist and bureaucratic elements and d) in 

addition to their instrumental goals, the organizations try to meet the social identity needs of their members 

by promoting a collective identity. According to Hasenfeld and Gidron, these organizations are therewith 

purveyors of cultural values, providers of invaluable services and catalysts for social change (ibid). In their 

paper, the scholars aim to understand these hybrid organizations better by focusing on the societal conditions 

that give rise to these organizations (emergence), how they mobilize resources to sustain themselves 

(resource mobilization), and their ability to enlist and maintain the commitment of their members 

(commitment) (ibid:99). Their aim is to show that a synthesis of concepts and propositions from the three 

theoretical perspectives - social movement organizations, non-profit organizations and volunteer-run 

associations - gives a more comprehensive and dynamic view of civil society and provides a better 

framework to address challenges in the third sector. Below we explore two of Hasenfeld and Gidron’s key 

concepts, resource mobilization and commitment, as they are of relevance to this paper.  

  

2.1.1 Resource Mobilization  

Hasenfeld and Gidron emphasize that to survive, MHOs need to mobilize: members, financial resources and 

legitimacy (2005:104). Social networks are a key component in relation to mobilizing members and it is 

beneficial for MHOs to work towards creating a culture for engagement. In their study, Hasenfeld and 

Gidron find that most members are recruited through reliance on friendship and professional networks (ibid). 

Furthermore, an organization’s embeddedness in an inter-organizational network is a major determinant of 

its capacity to mobilize economic and political resources (ibid). Civic society scholars speak about the 

importance of ‘civic skills’, meaning the skill to write and speak well and to have good organizational 

understanding. People with good civic skills are more effective in political and societal work and can be a 

valuable asset when mobilizing members and financial support (ibid:105). An important factor to secure 

legitimacy and stable fiscal means is developing a formal internal structure. Additionally, MHOs can also 

secure legitimacy by successfully linking their values to commonly accepted cultural beliefs (ibid). To sum 

up, in order for MHOs to mobilize members, financial support and legitimacy, they must: a) be embedded 

in inter-organizational networks that control important resources and draw on the personal and professional 
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networks for their members, b) make sure their key people have good civic skills, c) embrace mainstream 

cultural symbols, and d) develop a formal structure.   

 

2.1.2 Commitment  

Researchers doing social psychological studies on organizational commitment have examined the incentives 

that motivate individuals to join and participate in civic causes. Commitment to an organization comes from 

the social capital it has accumulated and the trust that it promotes. Commitment is also reinforced by the 

personal fulfillment that comes from participation and the community feeling of working towards common 

goals. The latter is particularly apparent in MHOs because they explicitly aim to respond to the need of their 

members by fostering a collective identity that again enlarges the personal identity of their members 

(Hasenfeld and Gidron 2005:106). Other factors important for commitment are ‘frames’, or a shared set of 

symbols, because they assign meaning and help interpret relevant events in ways that can mobilize potential 

members. The more these frames resonate with the belief systems held by potential and actual members, the 

more they will be incorporated in the member’s social networks and lifeworld, and people will therewith be 

more committed to a cause. These frames typically consist of a definition of the problem, a prognosis and a 

call for action. This highlights the importance for organizations to provide a shared set of beliefs that justify 

its activities and that resonate with the mainstream cultural symbols as well (ibid:107). To sum up, the 

greater the ability of the organizations to respond to the social identity needs of their members and create a 

collective identity that resonates with commonly held values, the greater the commitment and trust of 

members will be. Moreover, the personal fulfillment that comes from participating in the organizational 

work will further motivate and commit members. 

 

2.1.3 Relevance for This Paper 

Hasenfeld and Gidron’s paper provides an understanding of what MHOs need to focus on to enlist 

commitment to their organization and cause. The scholars’ holistic approach opens up for a more dynamic 

analysis of MHOs’ work, which is relevant for this paper as it reflects the current public sphere in Denmark. 

For this study, Hasenfeld and Gidron’s understanding of organizational strategies for resource mobilizations 

and commitment is relevant when analyzing the Danish NGOs efforts to mobilize youth in SDG 

engagement. In relation to resource mobilization, we will focus on how the NGOs mobilize resources, 

support, knowledge and trust. Also, as most members are recruited through friends, we will analyze if the 

NGOs play on the social network of their members. Moreover, in accordance with MHO linking their work 

and values to commonly held cultural beliefs, we will study how the Danish NGOs structure and 

communicate their SDG work to appeal to youth.  
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Drawing on Hasenfeld and Gidron’s commitment, we combine their points concerning personal fulfillment 

through participation and the bureaucratic vs. collectivist formal structure. We will investigate how much 

youth are involved in the NGOs’ SDG work and depending on the level of participation, according to 

Hasenfeld and Gidron, there should be stronger commitment to the cause because of personal fulfillment. 

Therefore, it is relevant to study the level and manner of involvement of youth. We will also study how the 

NGOs relate the SDGs to youth’s life ‘frames’. If the NGOs can present the SDGs so they resonate with the 

prior belief system of youth, then they are more likely to engage in the SDGs, according to Hasenfeld and 

Gidron. Hasenfeld and Gidron state that frames typically consist of a definition of the problem, a prognosis 

and a call for action. However, they do not explore how this approach is executed or what it results in, which 

we therefore wish to explore in this study. This paper will therewith analyze the NGOs’ strategies for making 

the SDGs a part of youth’s life ‘frames’.  

 

Moreover, Hasenfeld and Gidron mention that MHOs use social or educational services as strategies for 

social change, but do not go in depth about what these strategies entail or what effect they have. We aim to 

analyze the strategies and services of the Danish NGOs to see what motivations and competences they focus 

on. In their paper, Hasenfeld and Gidron do not mention the target group of MHOs or that there might be a 

variation of strategies when dealing with different target groups. The focus of this paper is Danish youth 

and will therewith deal with specific cultural symbols and ideologies specific to this group. Therefore, 

different characteristics of Danish society and youth culture will be explored to better understand how the 

NGOs should apply the SDG frame to this context.  

 

2.2 The What, Why, When, Where, and Who of Citizenship Development 
In their paper, Sherrod et al. discuss citizenship; what it is and how it can be fostered (2002). The aim is to 

utilize their theoretical concepts to better understand how youth can become active citizens. In the following, 

we outline the what, where, who, when and why of citizenship in the context of youth engagement. 

 

2.2.1 What is Citizenship? 

In discussing what citizenship means, Sherrod et al. agree that the essence is to move beyond individual 

self-interest and instead, be committed to the well-being of a larger group of which one is a member (Sherrod 

et al. 2002:265). They point out that different disciplines have different definitions of what youth civic 

development entails. For instance, political scientists focus on new generations gaining the skills that enable 

them to be informed citizens and learn that they have a right and responsibility to hold elected officials 

accountable. Political scientists’ question whether community service can work as a substitute rather than a 

complement to electoral politics. In contrast, developmentalists argue that governments and elections may 

feel too distant from the everyday life of youth and that young people need opportunities to affiliate and to 
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feel responsible for groups larger than themselves, such as community organizations (ibid). Sherrod et al. 

argue for adopting a broader view of this as in today’s society there are many ways to be active citizens, 

especially because of increasing national diversity and global engagement. The scholars find that today’s 

youth believe that citizenship is defined by good behavior, doing what you are expected to do, and obeying 

laws. However, they argue that it is important for the younger generations to learn that being a good citizen 

also means questioning and criticizing the state and political agenda (ibid). 

 

2.2.2 Where Can We Foster Citizenship? 

There are several opportunities where youth can be active citizens; such as partaking in electoral politics, 

joining a youth organization or contributing to a local event (Sherrod et al 2002:264). When discussing 

where youth learn how to be active citizens, Sherrod et al. focus on schools. They emphasize the importance 

of civic education in school where youth learn how to find information, how to form and express opinions 

and how to debate with people of other opinions. The scholars believe that the current civic class-education 

is not up to task, but that there are other aspects of school that can help. Other opportunities for involvement 

are for instance extracurricular activities which provide opportunities for students to take action beyond 

themselves, add to a collective identity and be part of a community (ibid:268). Additionally, teacher 

behavior and school climate can be important influencers in terms of creating a culture for healthy 

discussion, intellectual curiosity and community feelings. The scholars believe that for political socialization 

to be successful, actors outside of school are also necessary in order to involve more aspects of youth’s life. 

Parents can play an important role, and if parents are engaged then the children are more likely to engage as 

well. However, for those not growing up in a civically engaged household, community organizations can be 

a suitable substitute. The authors also mention media as a relevant actor, but do not go into detail (ibid:269). 

All the above-mentioned actors can provide civic development and opportunities for participation. 

 

2.2.3 Who and When: Differences Between and Within Generations 

When discussing who needs to be reached, Sherrod et al. (2002:269) focus on the young population as 

openly diverse in regard to e.g. ethnicity, immigrant status, social class and sexual orientation. These 

different groups have different opportunities to participate in political and civic issues. They may also have 

different motivations to partake. As diversity is growing, it is important to know how to include all groups 

and therefore the authors emphasize that more diverse research is needed to find what different strategies 

work (ibid:270). Questioning when it is ideal to start the political socialization of youth, Sherrod et al. 

believe it is relevant to ask about generational differences as well as age-related differences. Historical or 

generational differences relate to living in a specific time and place (2002:267). One of the changes 

highlighted in relation to generational difference is that younger generations are found to be civically 

engaged via outlets such as community service, but that there is a decline in traditional political indicators 
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such as voting, participation in campaigns etc. (ibid). In political development, less attention has been given 

to age-based factors, but a common statement is that a child must be capable of a certain level of reasoning 

ability and must have some degree of emotional maturity to engage in political behavior. Little research 

exists on the developmental precursors necessary for mature political engagement or the relationship 

between political involvement and personality. The authors’ conclusion is that there is a lack of research on 

both age-related and historical factors (ibid:268). 

 

2.2.4 Why: The Motivations Behind Active Citizenship 

An important part of Sherrod et al.’s paper is the discussion on the motivations behind active citizenship. 

Sherrod et al. find that not everyone is equally predisposed to contribute to the common good and therefore 

we need to ask why individuals would participate in civil society (2002:266). The scholars present three 

main reasons, namely: 1) For the personal satisfaction that comes from helping and doing good work. The 

scholars acknowledge that there is individual variability in how motivating this can be. However, it is a 

common motivator that further drives a positive self-image. 2) For the sense of collective efficacy and 

impact that can come from involvement. Youth are motivated by actions they believe produce good results 

and that they can have an impact on. It is important for youth to be given the chance of taking responsibility, 

having a voice and playing a role in deciding the things that affect them. 3) Youth are also motivated to be 

active citizens because it is a chance to contribute to a set of shared values that emphasize their place in the 

community. Contributing to common goals and values can give young people a strong feeling of belonging 

and greater sense of purpose. Moreover, the scholars point out that one of the key ingredients of successful 

community-based youth programs are young people’s feeling that they matter and have a voice in 

determining the program (ibid).  

  

2.2.5 Relevance for This Paper 

Sherrod et al. focus on the what, where, who, when and why of citizenship development. This is relevant 

for our paper as we examine how to engage youth into being active citizens within the SDG framework. 

Sherrod et al. agree on what citizenship is, namely to move beyond individual self-interest and instead, be 

committed to the well-being of a larger group. They believe a broad definition is necessary as in today’s 

society there are many ways to be an active citizen. Sherrod et al.’s definition applies to our context as the 

SDGs can provide an opportunity to move beyond self-interest and commit to a larger purpose. As the focus 

is on NGOs, it is relevant to point out which different approaches they can take when working with the 

SDGs: they can work in the political sphere; in a specific community setting; use education or take a social 

movement approach. Depending on their approach there might be different motivations for people to join 

the cause (why), they might attract different people (who) and use different agents (where). 
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Discussing where citizenship is developed, Sherrod et al. focus on school. They also mention that to have 

a successful political socialization, more actors in the life of youth need to be involved such as family, 

community organizations and media; though they do not go into detail on what needs to be done by these 

actors. This is why the next theory is included to see what role different actors play in this. Moreover, the 

different NGOs in this study might attract different audiences (who); however, we do not focus on 

categorizing different subgroups of youth. Our starting point is however to make the SDGs appealing to 

youth in general, as the SDGs are still not widespread among the Danish population. The aim is to contribute 

to the first step of mobilizing youth in the SDGs and therefore the focus is on youth as a whole group. 

However, we recognize that youth today are diversified and will touch upon this throughout the paper. 

 

In relation to when the political socialization of youth starts, Sherrod et al. highlight the lack of research 

done on both age-related and historical factors. As we aim to investigate what motivations and competences 

the NGOs need to focus on, there are potential generational and age-based relevant factors, e.g. the use of 

social media. Lastly, concerning why, i.e. the motivations behind active citizenship, the motivations Sherrod 

et al. present are relevant because of the universal appeal they have. However, we will be open to other 

forms of motivations that perhaps are less normative or more specific in nature. As we aim to understand 

what motivations the NGOs need to focus on, it is important for this study to be open for every motivation 

youth can have. 

 

2.3 A Communication Mediation Approach to Youth Civic Engagement 
In their paper, Lee et al. explore the varied roles communication plays in socializing youth into democratic 

citizenship by analyzing data from a national panel survey of adolescents (age 12-17) and their parents 

around the 2008 general election in the USA (2012:669). The paper takes a starting point in the normative 

concern of declining civic and political engagement in the USA. The focus on communication is especially 

relevant given the changing media environment moving from traditional to digital technologies (ibid:670). 

Research suggests that engagement with new digital media provides young people with opportunities to 

develop relevant skills, knowledge and capacities that are essential for participating in collective action. Lee 

et al. research how young citizens, with the help of actors, develop key skills and motives that are necessary 

to participate meaningfully and effectively in societal processes (ibid.). The scholars explore this by drawing 

on ‘communication mediation models’ and propose a model of youth civic engagement, in which 

communication competences are taught by four main actors, which again have an effect on the 

communication mediation processes that spark civic and political engagement (ibid:671).  
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2.3.1 Communication Competences 

Adolescents are active participants in their own socialization and Lee et al. acknowledge that learning is 

often bi-directional involving peer-to-peer and child-to-parent learning (2012:671). Communication 

competences are a set of communication skills and motives essential for democratic engagement and 

encompass media use (news consumptions) and interpersonal communication (communication at home, in 

school, with peers, online etc.). Such skills and motives are for instance: understanding and critiquing public 

affairs content, effective information searching, listening to other viewpoints, connecting ideas and 

perspectives, expressing opinions and ideas, and actively engaging with others in discussions (ibid:672). 

The four key agents of socialization in public life - family, school, media and peers - are interdependent and 

all contribute to the development of the communication competences. This is the foundation for young 

people’s ability and motivation to partake in civic and political issues.  

 

Family communication is the earliest source of competence development and the scholars highlight that 

concept orient communication patterns, promoting free and open exchange of ideas and welcoming 

disagreement, has most impact on political socialization (Lee et al. 2012:673). Such communication patterns 

are best because they teach young people to be open to opposing perspectives, form opinions and discuss. 

Fostering discussions at home also makes young people more inclined to seek this in school settings and 

peer interaction. Classroom deliberation can work as a complement to concept orientation and favorable 

peer norms if they involve and encourage issue discussions and provide civic life examples. Both of these 

factors have been linked to the development of communication skills and civic attitudes, and a classroom is 

a good source for diverse opinions. When pupils are actively engaged in issue discussions and are given 

examples of how to engage in civic life, it will create a base for development of deliberative motivation and 

skills by giving opportunities for expression (Lee et al 2012:673). 

 

Peer norms play an important role because they affect the social norms concerning interaction and behavior 

(Lee et al 2012:673). Young people that conform to the social norms are more socially integrated, and those 

not conforming can experience ridicule or exclusion. Peers will also expose youth to different values, ideas 

and life experience. Therefore, people who interact with peers who value discussion of public affairs are 

more likely to consume and reflect on such issues, and informed exchanges of views among peers increase 

openness and mobilization into collective action (ibid). News media use has a substantial direct and indirect 

effect on civic and political participation throughout a person's life. Lee et al. find that when discussing 

media, it is important to look beyond how much media is used and consider the why and how of specific 

types of content and platforms (2012:673).  
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2.3.2 Communication Mediation 

Communication has a mediation role when it comes to engaging citizens in public life. The concept is 

described as the process where communication shapes, amplifies and directs civic and political 

understanding and participation in a democratic society (Lee et al 2012:671). The ‘Citizen Communication 

Mediation Model’ which Lee et al. operate with focuses on the process that goes from collecting information 

to participating in initiatives such as the SDGs. In this, communication among citizens is identified as a 

critical mediator and the link to achieve this connection between information seeking and participating 

engagement. At the same time, it is asserted that offline pathways for participation are today complemented 

by online ones. The communication mediation models put forward by the scholars conclude that there is a 

sequential order in the mediation process - from media use, to citizen communication, to civic engagement.  

 

2.3.3 Relevance for This Paper 

Based on the theoretical concepts put forward, Lee et al. conducted a study among American adolescents 

and their parents around the 2008 election in the USA. Therefore, their findings are not considered relevant 

for the context of Danish youth and a global long-term framework such as the SDGs. Instead, the theoretical 

concepts and understandings of actors presented in the paper are more relevant for this study. Against this 

backdrop, the paper by Lee et al. is relevant for our project for several reasons. Firstly, the focus on 

communication competences shows that youth need specific skills and competences to be able to partake in 

civil engagement. Moreover, the four key agents are relevant because they show that in the life of youth, 

actors can have different effects on competences and awareness. It is relevant to understand how youth 

engagement and motivations are shaped by these agents building youth’s competences. For our research, 

this information gives a valuable insight into how and where Danish NGOs can target their efforts. 

 

Although we acknowledge that family is an important actor in youths’ life, family communication is 

beyond the scope of our paper and will not have a special focus in our paper. Contrary to this, many of the 

NGOs included in our research collaborate closely with schools and it has therewith been possible for us to 

research this relationship. In school, classroom deliberation plays a key role in developing a critical view 

and to recognize different perspectives in a discussion. This knowledge is relevant for NGOs when they 

work with schools as it is a relevant place to discuss differing viewpoints and make youth aware of the 

diverse applicability and relevance of the SDGs. Lee et al.’s presentation on peer norms is relevant to have 

in mind for our interviews with NGOs because of its importance for the behavior of youth. It will be relevant 

to see whether this is something the NGOs reflect upon. Lee et al.’s concept of news media use is relevant 

because it shows that media is an integral part of building competences, and that the substance as well as 

where and how it is communicated are important factors to be aware of. 
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When it comes to communication mediation, it is relevant for our paper to understand that communication 

is a vital link between gaining information about a topic such as the SDGs and participating in SDG work. 

This has implications for how NGOs approach youth engagement as one needs to understand that providing 

information to youth will not necessarily lead to participation. Communication among themselves as well 

as with other groups of society might increase their engagement with the SDGs. 

 

2.4 Conclusion 
The three theories presented in this chapter will aid in the analysis of the efforts made by Danish NGOs to 

mobilize youth in the SDGs. The framework gives an insight into the motivations youth have for joining 

civil causes; what competences youth need to be active citizens; what agents are important for a successful 

political socialization; and what an NGO needs to do to mobilize resources and engagement. The aim in this 

paper is to shed light on what Danish NGOs should do to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. To get a 

holistic understanding of how this is possible, we believe it is necessary to both understand the perspective 

of youth and the strategies of the NGOs.  
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3. Literature Review 
This section will present and reflect on literature relevant to youth engagement. It is necessary to review the 

literature to establish what is already known in the respective research area and to establish what this paper 

adds to the existing knowledge. The chosen literature presents concepts and knowledge that is relevant for 

the analysis and adds to the knowledge derived from this paper. The purpose of this literature review is to 

introduce a holistic and diversified approach to youth engagement. Social movement theory has long 

documented the importance of youth in social movements, but despite the growing emphasis on youth 

engagement the work is scattered across different literatures and disciplines (Earl et al. 2017:2). Due to the 

complex nature of the SDGs, it is furthermore relevant to explore different aspects of youth engagement to 

fully understand the complexity of the phenomena. Based on an extensive search of the English literature 

connected to youth activism and civic engagement, three main topics have been synthesized, namely: 1) 

political socialization and youth civic engagement, 2) social movements: youth’s participation in social and 

political issues, and 3) changing context of youth engagement: social media and social media influencers. 

These topics gather information from literatures concerning political socialization, social movements, 

campus activism and social media. This provides a holistic perspective to the context we are working in and 

establishes the current state to see where further research needs to be done. As can be seen in figure 4, the 

literature review is structured around the three topics which each provide four main concepts that will be 

utilized throughout the analysis. This structure was chosen to present the main academic disciplines within 

youth engagement which so far, are mostly researched in silos. Therefore, this literature review aims to 

combine the insights to obtain a more holistic picture. The chapter will conclude with a discussion of this 

paper’s contribution to the research field. 
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3.1 Political Socialization and Youth Civic Engagement 
Political socialization is a widely discussed concept in academia as it lies at the heart of understanding how 

to engage people generally and youth specifically. It is defined as the process in which citizens learn to 

engage and discover their political identities, behavior and values (Earl et al. 2017:3). This is especially 

relevant for young people who are often not set in their political views and likely to be influenced by external 

factors. Especially as the first socializations are found to stay relatively persistent through life (Neundorf & 

Smets 2017:1). This section will present the themes that several prominent studies have found to shape 

youth’s political engagement. 

 

The political socialization process of youth are aided by conversations, experiences, teaching of political 

systems, participation in discussions, expressing opinions and so forth (Earl et al. 2017:3). This informal 

learning largely happens through parents, family, friends, peers, neighbors, and colleagues (Neundorf & 

Smets 2017:2) as well as formal and informal school programs, outreach by NGOs and political 

organizations, and the media (Zukin et al. 2006:203). Earl et al. (2017:3) find that these actors are not 

necessary but still, are the raw materials for youth to develop skills, knowledge and confidence to engage 

politically. However, literature has also critiqued the role of these actors as today’s youth often find that the 

spaces for activism are adult-dominated and do not include the youth’s concerns, voices or agency (ibid:4). 

Bennett (2008:7) describes that a large amount of schools teaches civic education but that the academic 

presentation of politics does not link to the actual skills that develop engaged citizens. He connects this to 

the conservative teaching style from books and finds that youth are tired of being faced with this bottom-up 

communication as they find it irrelevant and inauthentic (ibid:10). 

 

This is connected to the findings in literature that today’s youth do not want to be politicized by others, but 

rather want to do it themselves (Earl et al. 2017:3). Youth are more attracted by spontaneous and creative 

forms of online collective expression found in autonomous youth-built and operated environments, rather 

than adult-managed ones (Bennett 2008:2). This form of organizing empowers them and will make a long-

term commitment to social causes more likely (Van Dyke & Dixon 2013:197). Scholars find that providing 

skills further empowers youth and that fostering consciousness, a collective identity and network ties to 

other activists is necessary for a good political socialization. This is the source of the ‘activist human capital’ 

that leads to commitment to social causes (ibid:199). Van Dyke and Dixon (2013:204) find in their study 

that skills are absorbed not only through training programs but also through social connections to other 

activists. 

 

Over the past decades, youth have engaged less in political realms and more in civic causes. These new 

modes of engagement have led to lower voter turnouts in elections and instead, public action in civil and 
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corporate organizations instead of governmental ones (Zukin et al. 2006:186). Instead of public life and 

politics, youth today are found to be interested in online friendship networks, consumer pursuits and the 

entertainment environment (Bennett 2008:1) and build spaces with flatter hierarchies, online networks and 

creative solutions (Earl et al. 2017:4). The social identity of youth has changed, and peer networks and 

online communities are becoming more important, especially for the empowerment of youth as individuals 

expressing themselves (Bennett 2008:2). In line with this, it has been found that youth use protest instead 

of institutional political activity to engage. This is attributed to the development of movement societies but 

also that protesting has become a flexible tool for displaying a desire to change (Earl et al. 2017:6). In 

protests, individuals have the possibility to share a common purpose, shared identity and a sense of solidarity 

(Van Dyke & Dixon 2013:198). 

 

Part of the changing forms of engagement can be traced back to structural changes, i.e. the political, socio-

cultural and economic changes that have happened over the past three decades (Bennett 2008:13; Neundorf 

& Smets 2017:1; Zukin et al. 2006:186). Youth have grown up in an environment where media ignores the 

input of youth; where market populism is praised; and where individual solutions are chosen for collective 

problems (Zukin et al. 2006:203). These contextual differences are presented as the basis for today’s youth 

who are found less likely to show interest in following politics and public affairs or believing that citizenship 

equals the obligation to vote (Zukin et al. 2006:189). Bennett (2008:1) finds that one of the reasons for this 

is the social distance between political candidates and youth, which holds especially true for minorities of 

gender and ethnicity. Research in the area of minority engagement is especially interesting because of the 

increasing diversity within societies, but not reflected in organizations mobilization and recruitment efforts 

(Earl et al 2017: 6). This niche within youth engagement has been identified as important to study in the 

future as this untapped group has the potential to engage in diverse activism projects (Dyke and Dixon 

2013:200). 

 

To sum up the scholarly debate surrounding political socialization and youth engagement: new forms of 

engagement have emerged. This can be described through the findings by Bennett (2008:5) that the 

traditional form of citizenry - being the dutiful citizen who feels obligated to participate in government 

activities and views voting as a core democratic act - is still imposed on youth by public officials, educators, 

and other institutional authorities. However, youth often identify themselves with a different form of 

citizenship, the actualizing citizen, favoring network-based engagement because of its flexibly and 

diversity. Individual purpose and engagement are more motivating than governmental obligations (ibid:14). 

In contrast to earlier generations, youth today are more responsible for the production and management of 

their own social and political identities and rely on their personal networks (ibid:13). Overall, the literature 

within political socialization finds that empowerment and skills engage young people. Further, youth are 
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more likely to engage in communities where they have the freedom to express themselves and can be in 

charge of their own political socialization (Bennet 2008; Earl et al. 2017; Van Dyke & Dixon 2013). 

 

3.2 Social Movements: Youth’s Participation in Social and Political Issues 
Since the 1960s, much research has been done on youth activism in high school and college campuses (Earl 

et al. 2017:2). Schools are beneficial for recruitment, mobilization, and coalition building as students have 

free time between or after classes to discuss issues and organize. College life creates ‘transitional moments’ 

for youth by altering their everyday routines and social networks, which also enhances the chances for 

activism (ibid). Additionally, new research shows that the broad social networks of students increase their 

possibility of becoming committed to activism (ibid:3). One of the more lasting contributions of campus 

activism research has been an explanation of what may be distinct about youth that results in much active 

participation. Scholars have attributed this to their greater free time and limited social obligations, 

conceptually referring to this as ‘biographical availability’ (ibid). Schussman & Soule have contributed to 

the debate by proposing that biographical availability, structural availability and political engagement are 

the three core explanations of why individuals protest (2005:1083). Although their focus is on protest 

participation, the three explanatory factors can also be applied to other forms of political participation. 

 

Biographical availability is defined as “the absence of personal constraints that may increase the costs 

and risks of movement participation, such as full-time employment, marriage and family responsibility” 

(Schussman & Soule 2005:1085). Herewith the literature suggest that younger people are more likely to 

participate in protest (ibid). However, the scholars find that it is not as straightforward and that revision to 

the biographical availability model is needed. For instance, having children affects protest, but only among 

those not asked to participate, and has no effect when being asked (ibid:1098). Structural availability 

emphasizes the importance of being asked to participate. The empirical literature is fairly consistent on this 

matter; the presence of network ties to someone already engaged in a political issue is one of the strongest 

predictors of individual participation in a movement (ibid:1086). Structural availability refers to the presence 

of interpersonal networks which facilitate recruitment to activism (ibid). From the findings of Schussman 

and Soule, it can be understood that structural availability is a stronger predictor of participation than 

biographical availability. In addition to the role of organizations to form recruitment networks, Schussman 

and Soule highlight their important role in providing civic skills. Civic skills are generally conceptualized 

as organizational and communications skills which can be used for political participation of any type 

(ibid:1087). The greater degree of civic skills, the more likely an individual is to participate.  

 

Lastly, political engagement can be a prerequisite for protest participation. For an individual to be 

politically engaged, in a protest or otherwise, there needs to be political interest and political knowledge 
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about current issues (ibid:1085). Sociologists measure engagement by looking at the level of perceived 

political efficacy, which means the sense that one’s action can make a difference. Contrary to this, political 

scientists typically measure engagement with questions about interest in national and local politics, amount 

of time spent reading newspaper and participating in political discussions (ibid:1086). These indicators 

might be viewed as outdated when looking at the debate concerning a new youth participation model. 

However, political interest, access to information and sense of efficacy are still concluded to be relevant 

factors of participation. Schussman and Soule aim to understand why and how individuals decide to 

participate in protest and conclude that the strongest factor of participating is to be asked to protest, but that 

there are other individual characteristics such as political interest, network ties and efficacy that are 

important predictors as well. 

 

The importance of efficacy is also highlighted by Winston (2013) in his study of what drives university 

students to be active in social movement organizations. Winston concludes that active participation depends 

on students’ determination of the social movement organization’s ability to achieve tangible goals 

(collective efficacy) and their own ability to do what is necessary to produce the desired outcome (personal 

efficacy) (ibid:416). Winston finds that students are attracted to efficacy and short-term tangible outcomes, 

which develops from a career prospects focus (ibid:426). He believes that three important factors affect 

differences in participation; efficacy, resources and social ties (ibid.). Social ties concern knowledge and 

visibility and, as with Schussman and Soule, Winston finds that being asked to participate is one of the 

strongest predictors of activism (ibid). 

 

Moreover, Winston’s focus on resources is connected to the influence of biographical availability. He 

emphasizes that there is variation regarding biographical factors such as course load, work-study 

responsibilities and so forth (ibid:415). In Winston’s study, students view themselves as busy and therewith 

only apply their resources to the organizations they believe have collective efficacy (ibid:421). The 

resources a student has is weighed against the incentives for participating and if the incentives are high, 

students are likely to participate. Winston’s objective is to understand the less sensational forms of student 

activism and what drives students to be active in organizations. His conclusion is that both personal and 

collective efficacy are important factors, and that it is important for organizations to focus on social networks 

and visibility. Moreover, the most important incentives for students are school and employment 

considerations, career goals and social networks (ibid:419). 

 

When discussing young people’s participation in social movements, either through continued membership 

in a social movement organization or through more sensational means such as protesting, there are certain 

factors that scholars agree are important. In the theories discussed above, social network ties are considered 
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one of the, if not the most, valuable predictor of active participation. Structural availability, or the personal 

recruitment, is relevant at all ages, but happens more frequently for students and educated people according 

to Schussman and Soule (2005:1098). Moreover, resources and civic skills increase the chance of 

participation (Schussman & Soule 2005; Winston 2013; Earl et al. 2017). Biographical availability has been 

seen as important resource and positively correlates with participation. However, there are inconsistencies 

in the findings throughout the literature on this matter. The older literature used in Schussman and Soule 

suggests that younger individuals have more biographical availability, however, Winston’s study suggests 

that students perceive themselves as having less availability. Although the reliability of the study by Winston 

can be questioned as his qualitative data is limited to one university, the general concepts he presents 

explaining the students’ participation are also used by other scholars. All conclude that networks, resources 

and efficacy are explanatory factors for students’ participation in political and social issues. 

 

3.3 Changing Context of Youth Engagement: Social Media and SMIs 

After the internet-boom, society has moved into a digital age defined as the networked information age 

where social networking sites are becoming more popular and powerful, especially among youth (Xenos et 

al. 2013). Social media refers to internet-based applications that allow people to create and exchange content 

using digital network technologies (Seo et al. 2013; Xenos et al. 2013). Despite the growing influence social 

media has on youth, there is little to no research on how social media affects engagement among youth. 

Studying the relationship between social media and youth-specific factors is important in order to understand 

the development of new engagement in the digital age (Xenos et al. 2013:153). To get an overview over 

what effect social media can have on youth and their engagement, we study three different topics, namely: 

1) social media’s impact on engagement, 2) youth’s relationship to social media and 3) social media’s impact 

on organizations. 

 

3.3.1 Social Media’s Impact on Engagement 

So far, the literature on social media and political engagement has provided mixed results. Some studies 

suggest a positive relationship, while others delimit the positive relationship to individuals who would likely 

be relatively engaged anyway. And some suggest a very weak relationship to non at all (Xenos et al. 

2013:152). Overall, the results have been inconsistent across the board (ibid). However, one of the 

fundamental arguments for the mobilizing potential of social media is that it has made it easier for 

individuals to engage in online versions of traditional and nontraditional acts of political involvement 

(ibid:154). Young people are the heaviest users of social media and are in the process of their political 

socialization (ibid:155). As political socialization research suggests, school and home-based civic learning  
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can have a positive influence on political engagement. This is also true when factoring in social media, i.e. 

if youth have a good civic education they will more easily go from social media interaction to political action 

(ibid).  

 

Moreover, social media aids the actualizing citizenship norms of personalized politics with greater emphasis 

on non-traditional modes of engagement such as digital networking and consumer activism, by providing a 

greater flexibility to active engagement (ibid:155). The move from dutiful citizenship to actualizing 

citizenship, as presented by Bennett (2008), has been aided by the digital communication technologies by 

lowering the threshold for collective action (Seo et al. 2013:887). Today’s network information society 

empowers individuals to actively create and share content and information rather than merely being passive 

information consumers (Seo et al. 2013; Lu & Shea 2018; Murthy 2018). New technologies such as social 

media have made it easier for individuals to engage, be informed, communicate and take action. For youth 

especially, social and mobile technologies have made room for broader and more effective peer-to-peer 

coordination which is not bound by a geographical point, and as a result, youth have the flexibility and 

platforms to engage in new ways (Seo et al. 2013:898). 

 

3.3.2 Youth’s Relationship to Social Media and Social Media Influencers 

The wide availability of social media has influenced the way youth build and maintain social capital and 

networks, and how they consume and share information (Seo et al. 2013:884). Social media is popular 

among youth because it provides opportunities for perceived positive experiences and connectedness, and 

studies have found that youth call it home - they have a personal, although not private, digital space of self-

expression (ibid:885). Despite the skew of social media use towards the younger generation, surprisingly 

little research focuses on youth’s relationship to social media and its effect on political engagement (Xenos 

et al. 2013: 153). However, one example is Seo et al.’s study on teens’ attendance in flash mobs as an 

example of youth engagement in collective actions in the networked information age (2013:897). The 

scholars focus on the connection between social media use and social self-efficacy, collective self-esteem 

and sense of belonging, and how this influences the decision to partake in collective action. Social network 

sites respond to youth’s need to belong, and people are drawn to them because of the possibility for sharing 

their activities and personal connections (ibid:898). Seo et al. find that the teens reporting a stronger need 

for belonging also spend more time online, even when controlling for gender, race and socio-economic 

status (ibid). The scholars also find that social self-efficacy, or the individuals’ belief in their capability to 

forge new relationships, is a significant predictor of the intention to participate (ibid:897). This means that 

teens with strong self-efficacy will have an easier time moving from online to offline engagement. 

Moreover, an online survey of youth in the US found that extraversion and openness to experiences were 

positively associated with social media use (ibid:885). Also, teens that have positive collective self-esteem, 
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meaning a strong attachment to a social group, tend to use social media more to maintain contact with their 

closest peer groups, and those with negative collective self-esteem tend to seek a form of virtual 

companionship or social compensation through social media (ibid:899). This can be explained from the 

perspective of social identity gratifications, which emphasizes opportunities to identify with other people 

who look and act similarly to oneself (ibid:886). 

 

According to Lu and Shea (2018:84), social media influencers (SMIs) can give the illusion of the 

abovementioned companionship because of their low social distance to youth. This low social distance stems 

from having a strong interpersonal similarity, and the similarity can refer to personality traits, family 

background, beliefs, age or gender. Interpersonal similarity is important because people feel socially closer 

to others that are similar to themselves (ibid). Lu and Shea define SMIs as independent third-party endorsers, 

who own at least thousands of followers by sharing their daily life, tips and inspiration in social media 

(ibid:83). Low social distance between youth and SMIs is due to the sharing of everyday life events that 

youth can relate to. When individuals can more easily relate to the SMI, they are more likely to engage with 

the SMI and what the SMI is promoting. SMIs have the power to influence and shape people’s attitudes, but 

despite the popularity of social media and wherewith SMIs, little research has been done on the impact of 

SMIs (ibid: 81 & 83). Freberg et al. conducted a study into public perception of SMIs’ personality (2010:92). 

They find that participants view the SMIs as verbal, smart, ambitious, productive and poised, and they are 

viewed as likely to be sought out for advice or reassurance and likely to give advice (ibid:91). However, the 

scholars emphasize the preliminary nature of this study and state that the participants cannot be considered 

fully representative of the public at large, again confirming the lack of knowledge in this research area. The 

current literature on SMIs is focused on marketing and product engagement, and academia is yet to explore 

SMIs’ influence on political engagement. 

 

3.3.3 Social Media’s Impact on Organizations 

The literature on social media and social movements is not largely explored, and especially how social 

media has shaped social movement organizations (SMOs) (Murthy 2018:1). Murthy explores how social 

media is shaping social movements, advocacy and activism from the point of view of organizations, by 

looking at the limited, existing literature on this topic (ibid). Organizations support the use of social media 

because it has the possibility to create ‘digital villages’, where individuals are able to see the lives of others 

within the organization and feel closer to them; and as such these networking tools develop and maintain a 

sense of community in SMOs (ibid). Social media can facilitate the development of online movements which 

can also be moved offline and can create a rippling effect that touches various aspects of the movement 

process. SMOs therefore increasingly see its value for recruitment, public engagement and campaign 
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organization (ibid:2). Social media has the ability to link geographically disparate groups, and tweet-like 

microblogging has been found to lead to more team cohesion and faster problem solving in online-groups. 

They can also help make SMOs more democratic; breaking down traditional hierarchies (ibid). However, 

despite these positive effects, the practical reality is that it can be difficult to implement social media tools 

and keep a clear organizational structure and it often requires vast amounts of resources to keep social media 

networks alive (ibid). Also, although some say it can break down traditional hierarchies, social media 

networks can also foster their own hierarchies and privilege certain voices (usually those more central in the 

network). Rather than being democratizing, some find that social media usage leads to elitism and 

information overload, which can further inhibit decision-making, innovation, and productivity (ibid). As 

such, there are again conflicting opinions on social media’s effect, this time on its relationship to SMOs. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 
This literature review has covered three of the main research areas within youth activism. As recent 

publications have outlined, the academic contributions within youth activism and social movement research 

can still be described to be conducted in silos, i.e. limited to their own area of research (Earl et al. 2017; 

Elliott & Earl 2018). Thus, one of the major deficiencies is the one-sided perspective that does not describe 

youth activism holistically. This deficiency can for instance be identified in the structural and biographical 

availability discussion where e.g. it could have been connected to social media literature to see the 

implications of social media on the structural and biographical availability of today’s networked youth. 

Research on how NGOs can utilize the new technologies is in its early stages, especially for research on 

how youth can be engaged through social media. 

 

Following this identified deficiency, this paper adopts a position in youth activism research that aims to 

combine and connect the existing fields of study. This is done to obtain a more holistic understanding of 

how to engage youth in the context of Denmark and the SDGs. There are several reasons why it is important 

to fill this gap for this research. Firstly, the chosen PoS, Social Constructivism, puts a focus on the context 

that a study is situated in. Therefore, it is vital to not only have a focus on how youth are politically socialized 

in Denmark but also how Danish youth culture affects engagement. In this, it is important to include social 

media and SMIs as they are big part of youth’s life. From the perspective of NGOs, this holistic view on 

youth activism will aid in getting a more comprehensive understanding of youth engagement. Secondly, the 

SDGs are a new type of framework with a complex nature. Therefore, this study will adopt a more 

interconnected approach inspired by the existing fields of research within youth activism to do justice to the 

ambitious global 2030 Agenda. 
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More generally, some of the gaps in the existing research on youth activism are the methodological 

deficiencies. Firstly, most studies are conducted in the USA and therefore, are situated in the context of the 

American upbringing, educational system and volunteering culture. Following Social Constructivism, the 

contextual differences are deemed important and therefore, a study situated in Denmark will add to the 

existing knowledge by analyzing a different context than most studies. Secondly, a wide range of research 

only studies a single social movement, for instance Black Lives Matter or Occupy Wall Street (Earl et al. 

2017: 2 & 10). These protest movements are more group-specific and often also more context specific. 

Therefore, this study takes a novel perspective with its focus on an encompassing agenda such as the SDGs. 

Thirdly, there is not a comprehensive understanding of this specific generation’s youth and their modes of 

engagement. Several of the existing studies are not conducted recently, and do not consider the possible 

changes in youth involvement, through for instance the fast rise of social media. 

 

To sum up, this study fills a research gap as it combines existing literature in a new and more holistic way 

to get a more comprehensive approach to youth engagement. Moreover, it focuses on the contextual and 

generational differences that might exist between today’s youth and youth 5-10 years ago and it fills the 

knowledge gap that exists on youth engagement on more universal activism such as the SDGs. There is also 

novelty in providing a Danish perspective, addressing the methodological deficiencies that exist in the USA-

biased literature on youth activism. 
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4. Methodology 
Methodology is the cornerstone of every scientific paper as it outlines how we acquire knowledge. By having 

a transparent methodology which is linked to practical concepts, the acquired results are legitimized (Moses 

& Knutsen 2012:3). To reach scientific and valid results in this study, this chapter will outline the different 

methodological steps taken. Firstly, the chosen Philosophy of Science is presented, namely Social 

Constructivism. Secondly, the Topic Delimitation delineates the construction and rationale behind our 

research topic and question. Thirdly, in the Research Strategy the qualitative nature of the research is 

explained. Further, the multiple case study approach is outlined including case and interviewee selections 

as well as the approach taken to reach generalizability. Fourthly, a section will outline the Choice of Theory 

and reflect on these. Fifthly, the Data Collection section sheds light on the steps taken in the semi-structured 

interviews, participatory research and written documents. This is supplemented by reflections on data 

collection methods, the reliability and validity of the data, and the reflexivity of the researchers. Sixthly, the 

Data Preparation for analysis is described, i.e. the coding process. Throughout the methodology the aim is 

to reflect on each choice and highlight their relevance for the research topic. 

 

4.1 Philosophy of Science 
The choice of a Philosophy of Science approach (PoS) is key to reach consistency throughout the research. 

The decision is based upon several parameters, namely which purpose, ontology, epistemology, views on 

humanity and agency, and concept of truth is most fitting to answer the given research questions (Egholm 

2014:25). These understandings guide every step of the research process and will be explained further in the 

section hereafter. To answer our research questions, we find that Social Constructivism is the most fitting 

PoS to guide our study. In the following, we outline the main components of Social Constructivism and how 

this is relevant in structuring this research. 

 

4.1.1 The Characteristics of Social Constructivism 

The main purpose of Social Constructivism is to study how different ways of communicating and thinking 

are established, used and changed. At the micro-analytical level, the focus is on everyday truisms and how 

these are socially constructed through different processes (Egholm 2014:144). In Social Constructivism, the 

nature of reality follows a constructivist ontology. Ontology is concerned with the nature of being and 

reality. In the constructivist ontology, phenomena do not per se have an essence but instead, the processes 

creating phenomena are studied. The specific historical and cultural context is crucial as it defines these 

processes (ibid:145). Epistemology puts attention to the nature of knowledge and how we know what we 

know. In Social Constructivism, the theory of knowledge is based on the understanding that knowledge is 

changeable by time and place. This epistemology then follows the idea that knowledge is a result of a social 
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context, while at the same time a tool to transform it. This interdependency highlights that a crucial factor 

of understanding knowledge is the social context and the elements that shape it (ibid). 

 

Following a Social Constructivist view on humanity and agency, the individual represents a general 

collective which is defined by social constructions. These definitions are particularly altered by language, 

discourses and meaning and therefore, science is not value-free in this perspective (ibid:228). Truth is 

established through a combination of existing theory and the empirical material of the study. Truth and inter 

alia conclusions can change if the theoretical or empirical focus are altered; in other words, truth is context-

dependent (ibid:146). 

 

4.1.2 Relevance for This Paper 

Social Constructivism is interested in a thorough understanding of how specific meanings, structures and 

discourses emerge as well as how they shape the ways in which we act in and represent the world. This 

school of thinking is relevant for several reasons. The purpose of this study is to understand how 

organizations think, communicate and act on youth engagement in the SDGs. The everyday truisms of both 

the organizations and youth are studied, and how this is affected by the social context. In the ontological 

view, youth engagement in the SDGs is not taken as a given. Rather, this phenomenon is analyzed in terms 

of the processes that shape it. The aim is then to shed light on the processes youth engagement is undergoing 

to understand the current state. The focus is on the question of how this phenomenon is happening, and how 

it is shaped by its context and social world. The epistemological standpoint follows the Social 

Constructivist idea that knowledge is defined by and defines the social context. Thus, the understanding of 

youth engagement in the SDGs is shaped by the social, cultural and historical context of Denmark and youth 

culture, as well as the novel and evolving form of the SDGs. Moreover, the interviewees all have central 

positions in their organization’s SDG work and therewith, have the possibility to shape the social context 

and knowledge in their community. 

 

In Social Constructivism, the individual represents a general collective defined by social constructions. 

Thus, the chosen cases of NGOs can be seen as representatives of the collective movement on youth SDG 

engagement formed by Danish NGOs. They are frontrunners on youth inclusion in the SDGs and serve as 

examples of which strategies, actors and means of engagement are currently utilized to mobilize youth. This 

links back to the structure-agency debate. The SDGs are a structure shaping the global and local agenda, but 

the individuals engaging in the SDGs also have agency to shape the agenda through knowledge and action. 

This understanding is relevant when analyzing, discussing and concluding our findings. The conclusions are 

drawn according to the definition of truth, which is based on the theoretical concepts and empirical 

findings. Because truth is defined by its context and therewith changes over time, the youth culture and 
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Danish context are important factors analyzed in this paper. It is then also true that the conclusions in this 

paper are bound to the given context, but reflecting on the context and therewith definition of truth will aid 

in adapting the findings to other contexts. 

 

4.2. Topic Delimitation - Choosing the Danish Context, NGOs and Youth 
From the beginning, the focal point of interest has been on the SDGs and its implementation. The first 

delimitation was to choose Denmark as a case. The SDGs are a global strategy, but they are still primarily 

implemented and measured on a national level. Choosing Denmark aids the research topic as it provides the 

opportunity to include participatory research and interviews with central figures in Danish SDG work 

because of our proximity and network. Moreover, as presented in the introduction to this paper, Denmark 

presents an interesting case because of its early emphasis on youth inclusion. In line with this, youth 

engagement was identified as an interesting perspective to the novel topic of the SDGs. After choosing this 

angle, the focus was further narrowed down to NGOs as they are identified as an important actor in engaging 

youth (MoF 2017:66). This opened up for an extensive amount of literature concerning NGOs’ 

implementation and communication of social issues and movements. Therefore, this particular and unique 

angle to the research topic was identified as an original approach. The originality is also reinforced by the 

limited available literature and led to the final research questions focusing on the SDGs in a Danish context, 

implemented and communicated by NGOs that focus on youth engagement. 

 

4.3. The Research Strategy 
This section outlines why qualitative research was chosen to answer the research questions. Additionally, 

the chosen case study strategy is outlined including the case selection and reflections on this method. Finally, 

the approach to generalization is delineated. 

 

4.3.1 Qualitative Research and the Aim of This Paper 

The aim of this paper is to understand the phenomenon of youth engagement around SDGs as orchestrated 

by NGOs in Denmark. Qualitative research is found to be a fitting research strategy as it provides the 

opportunity for a systematic and in-depth analysis of languages and expressions, especially for the chosen 

focus on motivations and competences (Bryman 2012:380). The context ascribed by individuals are 

important in qualitative research which is why this study utilizes interviews and participatory research to 

obtain a better understanding of the phenomena in progress (ibid:402). Because of the nature of Social 

Constructivism, qualitative research is considered to be a fitting research strategy as it sheds light on both 

the context and individuals’ views of the processes. Moreover, Social Constructivism believes individuals 

represent a general collective and doing qualitative research on selected cases can therewith be used as the 

interpretations of a general collective. 
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4.3.2 Case Study Research 

Case studies are conducted to bring new empirical insights into a given area of research. To study how 

NGOs engage youth, this paper analyzes the work by key actors in the field. When utilizing case studies, 

one often includes several techniques of data collection (Rendtorff 2007:248). This study employs several 

qualitative methods, namely: interviews, observations from participatory research, and desk analysis of 

documents and online sources. The diverse data collection provides a form of triangulation and aids in 

creating a comprehensive overview of the topic at hand and its surrounding context. By analyzing processes, 

activities and communication around a certain issue, a case study approach provides a holistic and in-depth 

view of a certain phenomenon. It looks beyond the immediate object by focusing on the interlinked, complex 

processes and interpretations around a given topic (Moses & Knutsen 2012:143). 

 

Moreover, according to Flyvbjerg, there are several types of case studies (2006:230). The type used in this 

research is an information-oriented case selection where the cases were not selected randomly, but chosen 

based on an expectation of relevant and representative information content. The cases are also maximum 

variation cases which means that even though they have the same Danish location, they differ in terms of 

target group, size, experience and networking capabilities (ibid). This selection is done to obtain a diverse 

yet representative sample that presents the processes that currently shape youth engagement in the SDGs. 

The section below further elaborates on how and why the specific cases were chosen. 

 

4.3.2.1 Case Study Selection 

Six different organization were chosen for our research. In two of the organizations, the SDG activities are 

quite diverse, so two individual interviews were conducted. The organizations chosen are the Danish Scouts 

(Spejderne), Danish Red Cross Youth (Dansk Røde Kors Ungdom - DRCY), ActionAid (Mellemfolkeligt 

Samvirke), the Danish Youth Council (Dansk Ungdoms Fællesråd - DUF), World’s Best News (Verdens 

Bedste Nyheder) and the SDG Student Ambassadors Copenhagen (SSAC). In all of these, key personnel 

working with youth engagement and the SDGs were contacted. As mentioned in the introduction, the 

organization’s definition of youth is unclear as they often do not comment on demographic or generational 

differences within youth. Instead, youth is often treated as a homogenous group only differentiated from 

children and older groups of society. Therefore, the definition utilized in this paper is a rough 

conglomeration of youth. At the same time, we interviewed a diverse group of NGOs reaching different 

target groups (see appendix 1). Thus, the study gathers insights from a broader societal group of youth than 

if only interviewing one or more similar organizations. Through this, our findings will represent a diverse 

set of youth, while also acknowledging that they do not represent every single youth in Denmark. The figure 

below depicts the organizations as well as the interviewee(s) and their title. 
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Figure 5: The Chosen Interview Organizations 

 
 

This sample size is considered sufficient for representativeness for several reasons. Firstly, from a 

methodological standpoint, the sample size in constructivist research is smaller than in realist or naturalist 

approaches. This is the case in Social Constructivism where statements in the interviews not only reflect the 

view of the individual but also represent the understanding of a bigger collective. Creswell supports this 

view by suggesting to purposefully select organizations and individuals “that will best help the researcher 

understand the problem and the research question” (2014:239). He also recommends to incorporate at least 

four to five cases in a qualitative case study. Therefore, six different organizations are considered to give 

valuable insights into the general youth engagement. 

 

Secondly, broad initial research on Danish NGOs working with youth engagement around the SDGs was 

conducted. As both the SDGs and the involvement of youth therein are still new, it became relevant to aim 

for frontrunners with existing experience. The selection of the NGOs was based on personal experience in 

the field as well as online research. Throughout the interview process, it became apparent that as of now, 
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the chosen organizations also consider each other the relevant players in the field. Additionally, the NGOs 

cover a diverse range of communication and implementation strategies. Some are more action-oriented 

(Scouts), some focus on teaching (ActionAid), others include marginalized groups (DRCY), and some work 

at the political level (DUF). This gives the study a range of perspectives within this specific context (King 

2004:13). 

 

Thirdly, qualitative research interviews require an extensive amount of time and resources. King highlights 

that conducting too many interviews often leads to data overload (2004:21). As maximum variation cases 

are chosen, a diverse and holistic picture of the current state is provided. Therefore, analyzing more 

organizations provides the potential of adding to the resource conundrum presented by King, rather than 

provide any new insights. 

 

4.3.2.2 Reflections on a Case Study Approach 

One of the most important factors in scientific research is to ensure validity and reliability of the research. 

This entails that the researcher checks the accuracy of findings through specific procedures such as 

transparent data collection (Creswell 2014:251). For the method of a case study, Yin further provides several 

tactics for achieving validity and reliability (1994:41). Validity is constructed in the phase of data collection 

by using multiple sources and establishing a clear process of collection evidence. This was done by making 

informed choices concerning our data collection as established above and being transparent throughout the 

data collection and analysis. Moreover, the internal validity is ensured in the data analysis where 

explanations are built through logical analysis (ibid). This is shown in the analysis chapter. The external 

validity follows the research design by using a set of chosen themes inspired by theory and the coding 

process. It is important to clearly outline this step to also reach reliability, i.e. protocolling the data 

collection, the data analysis and the logical connection in the overall analysis and discussion. This is done 

through figures and clarifications and is continuously reflected upon throughout the research process and 

paper. 

 

As researchers, it is important to ensure the validity and reliability of any study, but especially in case study 

research there has been significant critique throughout the years. For instance, a common misconception is 

that a case study cannot provide reliable information about the broader situation (Flyvbjerg 2006:220). 

However, Flyvbjerg argues that it is incorrect to conclude that one cannot generalize from a single case and 

highlights that carefully chosen cases and experiences are critical to the development of knowledge 

(ibid:226) This does not mean that a case study approach is always appropriate, and the choice of method 

should clearly depend on the problem and its circumstances (ibid). It is therefore important for this study to 

establish that a case study approach fits well with the research issue and that the cases are carefully chosen 
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and appropriate to derive knowledge from. Therefore, generalizability is discussed in the following to 

explore to what extent the findings are applicable to a wider context. 

 

4.3.3 The Road to Generalizability 

Qualitative research is utilized to explore and understand the meanings that individuals, or groups, ascribe 

to a social problem. The research process involves several steps of forming questions, collecting data 

(generally in the participant’s setting), and making interpretations on the meaning of data. The data is 

analyzed through inductive reasoning, i.e. by moving from particular observations to general themes or 

patterns (Creswell 2014:37). The inductive researcher goes from specific findings to generalizations by 

making general observations and discerning patterns (Bryman 2012:26). In this study, inductive reasoning 

is mainly used as it fits our choice of qualitative methods. At the same time, it is combined with deductive 

reasoning by drawing on theory. But the theoretical framework does not dictate our analysis which instead 

is thematized according to themes gathered from the interviews. Thus, even though theory is presented early 

in the paper, its role is limited to present the main concepts utilized in the paper (e.g. political socialization, 

actors therein etc.) as well as outlining a research gap (Creswell 2014:101). This is congruent with Creswell 

(2014:62), stating that in an inductive process, literature often does not guide or direct a study but is an aid 

after categories and patterns have been identified in the lived world. A case can be made that no qualitative 

study begins purely from observations as “theory is often used at the very least as a background to 

qualitative investigations” (Bryman 2012:27). 

 

Inductive reasoning suits this research for several reasons. Case study research often draws on inductive 

methods because of the open-ended and exploratory nature of case studies. Moreover, due to the in-depth 

nature of cases, they provide specific observations that can be thematized and generalized (Creswell 

2014:179). Inductive reasoning also prevails in participant observation as it is common for the researcher to 

use the initial observation as a starting point from which to start research (Waddington 2004:155). For 

instance, our initial participant observation in DRCY inspired the research topic of this paper, and from 

there, theories were chosen to guide further observations on the subject. To sum up, by combining deductive 

methods with inductive reasoning we are able to make specific observations, identify themes and patterns 

in these observations and analyze these with the theoretical framework providing reinforcing and additional 

understandings. These then become generalizable patterns. In congruence with our Philosophy of Science, 

the generalizability of these patterns are limited to the context of Danish NGOs engaging youth in the SDGs. 

 

4.4 Choice of Theory 
Three theories were chosen after a comprehensive research process around the RQs. As there is no existing 

research on youth engagement in the SDGs as far as could be found, different theories about inter alia social 
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movements, youth engagement and NGO strategies for member commitment, were assessed. Firstly, the 

theory by Hasenfeld & Gidron (2005) is chosen as it presents how to mobilize resources and how to commit 

members to a cause. These points are captivating for our research as the aim is to understand how NGOs 

can mobilize and interest youth to engage in the SDG agenda. The concepts by Hasenfeld & Gidron provide 

a good starting point for this paper, but as their approach concerns engagement in general, and not youth 

specifically, it cannot be the sole theoretical reference. 

 

Therefore, we chose to include a perspective directly connected to what motivates youth to engage. Here, 

the paper by Sherrod et al. (2002) provides an interesting angle as they focus on dimensions shaping 

citizenship. Youth civic development is the main phenomenon studied and around this, the what, where, 

who, when and why of engagement. The individual concepts under each of the five topics are a fruitful 

starting point to understand what factors can have an influence on motivating youth in the case of the SDGs. 

When reassessing the setup of these two theories, we identified a gap in the necessary knowledge. Together, 

they outlined the strategies that NGOs pursue to mobilize and commit civil society and they shed light on 

the motivations that youth need to engage. However, knowledge is missing about which skills youth need 

to actually be able to partake in activities relating to an agenda such as the SDGs. To better answer the 

research questions, the theory by Lee et al. (2012) is added to explain the different competences youth can 

obtain through different channels (e.g. family, school, peers, media). These three theories combined provide 

the tools to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of what factors Danish NGOs need to consider 

when trying to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. 

 

In order to achieve a scientifically valid study, one needs to have a clear and transparent outline of the 

established framework. As explained above, we chose the three theories because they together build an 

integrated and interlinked framework that can provide a holistic view of the research topic. This theoretical 

framework inspired the themes used in the interview guide (see appendix 2). The four themes for the 

interviews are: 1) the organization’s SDG work and communication, 2) the organization’s view on youth 

engagement, 3) external communication and networks, and 4) additional questions regarding the individual 

organization or other points of relevance. Questions concerning research mobilization and commitment 

appear in theme 1 and 3, whereas competences and motivations are in theme 2. But as the theories do not 

structure our analysis, they are not operationalized in the analysis but rather used as a guide by predefining 

themes for the semi-structured interviews. The themes for the analysis are then structured around patterns 

found through the coding process, which are presented later in this chapter (see section 4.6 & appendix 4). 
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4.4.1 Reflecting on Theories 

The theories have been carefully selected to develop, guide and support the research questions. The purpose 

is not to evaluate or compare the theories, but rather use the concepts to aid the data collection and analysis. 

Although the theories are chosen to help answer the research questions, they are not all-encompassing when 

it comes to youth engagement. There are different theories that would have changed the focus and 

perspective on the topic. For instance, a different perspective could be to focus on different social 

backgrounds such as gender, social status, ethnicity etc. and what influence this would have on involvement 

in the SDGs. 

 

In relation to the theories chosen, the publication dates range from 2002 to 2012, and it is relevant to reflect 

on whether they are outdated. It was concluded that the theories each contain concepts that can be noted for 

their longevity and applicability in different contexts. The oldest publication by Sherrod et al. (2002) 

outlines the motivations that youth need to engage. The overall concepts presented on motivation are not 

considered to have changed significantly and therefore, are still interesting to analyze within this research 

topic. The same applies to Hasenfeld and Gidron (2005) on hybrid forms of NGOs. The concepts presented 

on mobilizing resources and long-term commitment are relevant for today’s NGOs and the increasingly 

complex world they face. Lastly, the paper by Lee et al. (2012) was published more recently and reflects 

large parts of the current historical and cultural context. 

 

4.5 Data Collection 
In line with case studies, the data in this study is collected from several sources. This enhances possible 

triangulation of the collected data and verifies obtained results. In this section, the course of action for the 

methods utilized is outlined, namely: semi-structured interviews, participatory research and written 

research. Subsequently, the reliability and validity of the data collected is assessed as well as the role of the 

researcher therein. 

 

4.5.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Termed one of the most prominent research methods in qualitative research, a significant part of the data 

collection is based on interviews. Qualitative interviews explore the ways in which people experience and 

understand their world. The method provides a unique access to the lived world of the interviewees, were 

in their own words they describe their experiences, opinions and activities. A researcher obtains these 

descriptions in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:3). 

Due to the nature of qualitative interviews, they are identified as the appropriate method for research of how 

individuals, as representatives of their organization, understand and work with the SDGs and youth. Also, 
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interviews are an enriching fit for research topics that are studied in the social constructivist school as the 

aim is to understand how phenomena are defined by individuals in social spaces. 

 

In this project, it was chosen to conduct semi-structured interviews. A semi-structured interview is neither 

unstructured nor non-directive. It ensures space for new information by steering the conversation towards 

specific themes, but not to particular opinions about these themes (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:31). Semi-

structured interviews are a suitable method when using multiple cases as alterations can be done to fit each 

case’s specific context (Bryman 2012:75). A semi-structured interview is guided by an interview guide. This 

allows the interviewer to prepare essential themes and questions, but at the same time gives room for 

flexibility, probing and follow-up questions. The themes revolve around concepts suggested by theory, the 

personal experience of the interviewer and preliminary research on e.g. the organization and person 

interviewed (King 2004:15). The interview guide for this study included four themes that were common for 

all interviews (see appendix 3). However, some of the questions were changed, removed or added as a result 

of research on each organizations’ work and context. By using semi-structured interviews, it was possible 

to base the interview guide on pre-existing knowledge from theories and research, but simultaneously to 

also question new information potentially surfacing in the interviews. 

 

4.5.1.1 The Seven Steps of the Interview Process 

Kvale (2008:102) puts forward a holistic model for qualitative interviewing. In seven steps, he offers a 

systematic course of action for preparing, conducting and processing qualitative interviews. In this section, 

some of the relevant steps taken during the interview process are presented. Firstly, one needs to thematize 

why and what is studied. This conceptualization helps to prepare the interview to produce the knowledge 

wanted and ensures the validity of the interview. This was done by systematically reviewing the concepts 

presented by theory, field experience and clearly formulated research questions. 

 

Secondly, the design of the interview is established. The interviews were prepared by researching the 

individual organizations and interviewees, which assisted in ensuring a relevant and focused interview. 

Moreover, the interview guide was tested on outsiders with relevant knowledge to see if the questions were 

understandable yet focused. Kvale also highlights the importance of the interviewer’s competences to work 

flexibly, and therefore, interview skills were studied before the interviews (ibid:100). Thirdly, the correct 

use of the interview guide was assured by keeping the overall topics but making alterations to the questions 

to reflect the specific interviewee and organization. Kvale’s other steps concern processing the interview by 

transcribing and coding (see section 4.6), the evaluation of the validity, reliability and generalizability of 

the data (see section 4.5.4.2). 
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4.5.2 Participatory Research 

Another prominent method in qualitative research is participatory research. Also termed action research, it 

aims to study actions while they take place (Moses & Knutsen 2012:295). These observations are social 

interactions between a researcher and informants in the environment of the latter, and it requires an open-

minded and trustworthy researcher. The reward is a legitimate and important source of data. As Waddington 

notes, participatory research is the “surest ways I know of getting directly to the heart of human experience” 

(2004:164). Moreover, there is an important distinction between ethnography and participatory research 

(Bryman 2012:431). The former involves long-term interviews, observations and other methods in a 

community, while the latter entails an observing researcher in a social context. Therefore, participatory 

research fits this research better as the social context of youth engagement in Denmark are studied. 

 

The participatory research of this study is two-fold. Firstly, one of the researchers did an internship in Danish 

Red Cross Youth (DRCY) in the autumn of 2017. This internship involved a full-time position in the ‘local 

and global action’-department where a special focus was on youth involvement in the SDGs. This position 

can be described as a ‘complete participant position’ where the observations were done covertly (Creswell 

2014:241). Colleagues were not informed about observations, partly because not all observations are 

relevant for the study. At the same time, covert research gives a more natural setting and circumvents the 

situation where the conscious presence of a researcher might trigger untypical or extreme behavior 

(Waddington 2004:161). Secondly, the researchers took part in workshops with ‘complete participant 

position’. For instance, SSAC held a workshop for students wanting to promote the SDGs, and Globalt 

Fokus (an umbrella organization for NGOs in Denmark) held a workshop concerning how to work with the 

SDGs. These workshops provided the opportunity to observe different organizations and individuals 

interacting and openly discussing the topic of SDG engagement (see appendix 5). 

 

Waddington has created tools for participatory research that help structure the process around observations 

(2004:154). When doing participatory research, one is for instance faced with the potential challenge of 

irritating other participants, obtaining too much non-relevant data, becoming biased over time or obtaining 

false information. Therefore, steps were taken to avoid these potential challenges. For all participatory 

observations, an open, natural and professional appearance was key for connecting and gaining trust of 

participants. Moreover, the data recording was done naturally in the setting and in a structured manner to 

manage the data load. Field notes where taken whenever a situation or discussion seemed relevant (see 

appendix 5). As the final research questions were not fully developed when the internship at DRCY was 

done, the field notes are more broad observations. The field notes provide insights additionally drawn upon 

in the analysis. 
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4.5.3 Written Documents 

The third mode of data collection is the analysis of written documents. Public documents are the main source 

of data as the focus is on publicly available information and papers instead of private documents (Creswell 

2014: 242). The data collection of written documents is three-fold: 1) academic documents such as journal 

articles, 2) official statements and publications by inter alia the interviewed organizations, and 3) online 

documents such as newspaper articles. Written documents provide an interesting new angle on a research 

question as they are not produced for the purpose of the study but outside its context. 

 

Firstly, a multifaceted review of existing literature was conducted to place the research within the broader 

academic debate. This was connected to both theoretical approaches and other studies on the themes of 

youth engagement, the SDGs and the organization of NGOs. All of these were scrutinized on a range of 

parameters: their publication date, peer-reviewed articles, the reputation of the given journal or book, the 

scholars, and the academic level of the paper. Secondly, official documents related to the interviewed 

organizations and other international organizations such as the UN are considered official documents from 

a private source (Bryman 2012: 550). They are produced to communicate important issues, projects and 

strategies to the general public. For every interviewed organization, relevant (i.e. SDG and/or youth related) 

documents were searched for both on their official internet site and popular search machines. To get a 

broader idea of the topic, documents from other organization concerning SDGs and youth involvement were 

included. Of special interest were publications by the orchestrators of the SDGs (UN and related 

organizations) and documents from the Danish context, i.e. official documents by the state. 

 

Thirdly, documents from online sources were collected. As the amount of data available is extensive, the 

documents were searched for systematically. The search was structured around key words and done in both 

English and Danish. The key words used were inter alia: ‘SDGs’ and ‘Denmark’ combined with ‘youth’, 

‘youth engagement’, ‘NGOs’, ‘NGO youth’, ‘NGO youth organizations’, ‘activism’, ‘motivation’, 

‘competences’, ‘skills’ etc. This structure allowed a focus on the specific research questions. The specific 

criteria in this instance concern the danger of obtaining data with no valid source, i.e. a webpage which does 

not use citations, no reliable numbers, has no clear author, or is biased. Therefore, the aim was to employ 

online data which derived from well-known newspapers and official internet sites. 

 

Bryman has put forward a list of criteria for written documents which were followed throughout the process 

of analyzing written documents (2012:544). Firstly, the authenticity of the documents at hand needs to be 

assessed. Here, it is important that the documents are genuine and come from an unquestionable source. 

Secondly, the documents need to exhibit a certain degree of credibility. The data has to be free from errors 

and distortions. Thirdly, the representativeness of the documents is evaluated. The question here is if the 
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evidence is typical and characteristic. Issues of representativeness are very likely for written documents as 

one cannot always be sure to have access to a totally representative set of documents. Fourth, it is important 

that the documents have meaning. This entails that they are clear and comprehensible. 

 

4.5.4 Reflections on Data Collection 

Reflecting on the chosen methods for data collection are a vital part of obtaining scientifically valid results 

in a study. The following section will shed light on this by reflecting on the three data collection methods 

of interviews, participatory research and written documents. Additionally, reliability and validity are 

discussed as well as reflexivity. 

 

4.5.4.1 Reflections on Data Collection Methods 

The research interview is one of the most important data collection methods, but some points of caution 

have to be considered. Firstly, the interviewee might not be as articulate, especially when interviewed in 

English. Therefore, the interviewee was always informed about the interview topics and language before. 

Secondly, the setting of the interview outside the natural location of the interviewee builds an artificial setup 

and the presence of the interviewer might lead to a nervous interviewee providing less utilizable data 

(Creswell 2014:241). Therefore, every interview was conducted at the offices of the given organization for 

a more natural setting. Also, an interview guide was prepared to stay within the themes relevant for the 

study. The interviews were carefully planned to go beyond a casual conversation to a research interview 

(Qu & Dumay 2011:239). 

 

Participant observation also needs to be reflected upon. Firstly, the observing role of the researchers might 

be regarded as intrusive (Creswell 2014:241). This was circumvented by conducting covert and fully 

participating observations providing access to a more natural setting. Secondly, participatory observation 

can lead to data overload if every observation is given the same weight of importance. Bypassing this can 

e.g. be done by choosing key informants for the main data collection (Bryman 2012:439). Thus, the 

participant observations were focused on key departments, workshops and projects directly linked to the 

research themes. Thirdly, observing skills are essential to actually notice the relevant passages in the 

observations (Creswell 2014:241). Thus, these skills were practiced beforehand. 

 

Both interviews and participatory research are conducted for the specific research. Contrary to this, written 

documents are published outside that context and thereby, are not biased towards the research questions. 

Instead, they provide an interesting independent source of information which widens the range of data 

collected. Still, points of reflection need to be considered as they for instance might serve the purpose of 

emphasizing a specific organization’s strategy or focus. As Bryman puts forward, the authors will often 
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“have a particular point of view that they want to get across” (ibid:551) which was taken critically into 

account when analyzing the written documents. For all of the sources it was also regarded necessary to 

critically assess the publication platform and date. 

 

4.5.4.2 Reliability and Validity of Data 

Qualitative validity means that the researcher checks for the accuracy of the findings by employing certain 

procedures, while qualitative reliability indicates that the researcher’s approach is consistent across different 

academic inquiries (Creswell 2014:251). There are several ways to check the validity of research. For 

instance, if themes are established by triangulating different data sources and perspectives as was done in 

the data collection, this can add to the validity of the study (ibid). When qualitative researchers provide 

detailed descriptions of the setting or offer many perspectives, the results become more realistic and richer 

which also adds to the validity. Furthermore, clarifying the bias the researchers bring to the study aids in 

taking the specific social context into account (ibid). Presenting potential negative or discrepant information 

that run counter to the themes is also crucial because real life is composed of different perspectives, so 

discussing contrary information makes the data more realistic and valid (ibid:252). In this research, an aim 

was to include all of the above points by continuously reflecting on the process and transparently presenting 

every step taken. 

 

In relation to how qualitative researchers can determine if their approach is reliable, or consistent, Gibbs 

suggests reliability procedures, namely: cross-checking codes by comparing results that are independently 

derived (2007). Therefore, it was regarded beneficial to code individually to then see if the same codes were 

agreed upon (Creswell 2014:253). It is important to make sure that there is no drift in the definition of codes 

or a shift in the meaning of the codes during the process. Thus, data was constantly compared to the codes 

to cross-check these (ibid:252). This aids in clearly outlining the process of coding and strengthening the 

reliability as others can potentially retrace and replicate the study (Bryman 2012:390). 

 

4.5.4.3 Reflexivity 

Throughout the research process, the role as researchers was reflected upon to account for potential biases. 

The personal and construing involvement in the research was a potential pitfall, particularly in qualitative 

research, where interpretations are important. Creswell outlines several risks (2014:237). Firstly, the 

sustained experience with participants through interviews and participatory research can build relationships 

between the researcher and study object (King 2004:11). For the interviews, this was not a pressing issue as 

the interviewees were only met once and no follow-up interviews were conducted. But the six months 

internship, where participatory research was conducted, created a personal relationship. It is therefore 
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especially important to reflect on the possibility of this affecting the researchers’ perception of the topic and 

the different NGOs’ cases, and how the data is interpreted. 

 

Secondly, the topic may be shaped by personal experiences and the consequent interpretations and values 

(Creswell 2014:237). Because of the strong interest in the topic, a potential positive bias has been a 

continuing point of awareness. Moreover, the Nordic background of both researchers can also present a bias, 

and in this context, it presents a bias towards faith in a strong social sphere and faith in youths’ influence. 

A phase of critical discussion was therefore included after each interview and the coding process, to 

circumvent a personal (positive) bias in the findings. The independent role of the researcher is especially 

important in this circumstance as the interest in the topic is a cornerstone of the research, but it cannot shape 

the data analysis and interpretations thereof. 

 

4.6 Data Preparation for Analysis 
A well-structured and clear preparation of the collected data is the foundation of a sound analysis. Therefore, 

this section will touch upon the preparation of the collected interview data through coding. As this paper is 

written by two researchers, the coding process was done by both researchers individually to increase an 

impartiality of the data. As noted by Saldaña, “multiple minds bring multiple ways of analyzing and 

interpreting the data” (2009:27). Therefore, we coded independently and discussed our findings throughout 

the process to ensure a uniform direction of patterns and address differing views. As the interviews are 

processed and analyzed in an audio-file format, the coding is done manually. The coding process was 

divided into three main rounds and a visual display of the individual rounds of coding can be found in the 

appendix (see appendix 4). 

 

The first round of coding is a broader assessment of the interviews to get a first impression of main themes. 

In this research, we individually listened to the interviews and noted down initial thoughts and topics. This 

was done openly to gather first analytical ideas and reflective observations, which is described as jotting 

(Saldaña 2009:17). The first step of pre-coding aided in verifying that both coders saw the same overall 

patterns and used the same technique. The resulting themes from the first round of coding are displayed in 

figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6: First Round of Coding 

 

The second round of coding was still an open coding phase. Even though it built on the abovementioned 

themes by gathering codes into topics, it was also a phase where topics were flexible and modifiable. 

Throughout this second round, process coding was used to identify the structures and processes in the 

individual interviews. Therefore, every single interview was coded one by one using the existing themes but 

also by establishing new themes and links between statements in the interviews. This phase was also done 

individually to obtain a balanced and unbiased view through cross-checking the methods and results 

obtained. Interestingly, the two individual coding processes produced different visual results and links 

between codes (see appendix 4). Therefore, the second round of process coding was followed by a discussion 

on which categories and subcategories should be retained. This resulted in a setup where the categories 

stayed the same with the addition of ‘other/general remarks’. Also, some sub-categories were removed or 

added under several categories. 

 

The third round of coding was a form of re-coding where the existing categories and codes were grouped 

and regrouped, segregated and relinked (Saldaña 2009:9). In this phase, the so-called pattern coding was 

employed as the aim was to further search for patterns and connections that had not been identified yet. 

Now, the focus was not on the individual interview but the identified categories. This meant that codes 

where regrouped within themselves by relistening to the individual passages in the interviews linked to a 

certain category. It also aided in linking the categories and codes back to the existing theoretical framework 

by forming themes and concepts (Saldaña 2009:12; Creswell 2014:249). This last regrouping of categories 

also led to a structure to utilize the data set and answer the respective RQs in the analysis (figure 7).  
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Figure 7: The Final Coding Themes  
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5. Analysis 
The primary source of data in this empirical study are the eight interviews conducted with six leading NGOs 

in the field of youth engagement in the SDGs in Denmark (see appendix 1 for NGO overview). For further 

triangulation, the points of analysis are complemented by participatory research and written documents 

when relevant. The analysis is divided into two main parts which are structured around the RQs. In these 

parts, the six main topics presented in the previous chapter are the guiding themes. The analysis will firstly 

focus on the sub-RQ to understand the perspective of youth, before analyzing how NGOs can mobilize them. 

In the first part, we present the theme of motivations by categorizing it into normative and pragmatic 

motivations as well as demotivations. This is followed by the theme of competences which are divided into 

normative and pragmatic competences. To contextualize the sub-RQ, a third section is presented which 

outlines the youth culture. In the second part of the analysis, the main RQ is in focus and the first theme 

presented is platforms, actors and networks, analyzing the importance of the respective utilized sub-themes. 

This is followed by the theme of strategy and tools distinguishing between knowledge- and action-based 

strategies, general and long-term strategies, and online and offline tools. The main RQ is also contextualized 

by outlining the characteristics and challenges exhibited by Danish culture. The detailed concepts presented 

throughout the analysis will be visualized by a figure after relevant sections.  

 

5.1 Motivations and Demotivations 
This section is divided into three parts: normative motivations, pragmatic motivations and demotivations. 

Normative motivations concern motivations based on youth’s values and norms and are divided into four 

main motivational factors: community feeling, trending norm, a sustainable future and having an impact. 

Pragmatic motivations concern more practical considerations and are divided into two factors: opportunities 

to act and experience. Demotivations are also included in this section to get a holistic view over what NGOs 

need to know about youth motivations. 

 

5.1.1 Normative Motivations 

5.1.1.1 Community Feeling 

According to Hasenfeld and Gidron, commitment to a cause is reinforced by the personal fulfillment that 

comes from participation and the community feeling of working towards common goals (2005:106). This 

is relevant for any agenda as people get motivated by fighting for their own problems and fighting for change 

together with others (AA2 24:09). The community feeling is a strong motivator as expressed by DRCY: 

“The experience of being together with other people in the same boat. The feeling of community or 

belonging with other people on a shared (...) story is really strong.” (DRCY1 9:11) 
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The representative also points out that this community feeling, and sense of belonging is becoming stronger 

in Denmark when focusing on the SDGs (DRCY1 12:00). The SDGs are more visible through events, media, 

and so forth, and therewith, people have a greater chance of bonding over shared experiences and interests 

connected to the SDGs. This means that as Denmark is focusing more on the SDGs, youth might be 

motivated to work with the SDGs because of the community feeling. 

 

Youth are also motivated by the chance to contribute to shared values to emphasize their place in the 

community (Sherrod et al. 2002:265). By contributing to common goals and values a greater sense of 

purpose evolves, in addition to the community feeling (ibid). Youth have a need to affiliate and feel 

responsible for groups larger than themselves. The representative from DRCY explains that many of the 

volunteers that join the organization do so because they are interested in helping less resourceful children 

and because it provides an opportunity to take responsibility outside themselves (DRCY2 9:13). According 

to Sherrod et al. this is the very definition of citizenship, namely to move beyond individual self-interest 

and instead, be committed to the well-being of a larger group (2002:265). The Scout representative points 

out that the SDGs essentially concern how we can become better citizens: 

“The SDGs are core in how you can act responsibly. And as Scouts we want to be responsible, we want to 

take care of each other, but also take care of the environment. And that is what the SDGs are about. (....) 

All in all, it comes down to how can you become a good citizen. How can you take care of  

the environment and your communities?” (Scouts 15:10) 

 

As stated above, youth become motivated to join the SDGs because it can provide them with a sense of 

community, belonging and responsibility. As such, it then becomes the task of the NGOs to capitalize on 

this motivation. Therefore, in addition to creating a community feeling around the SDGs, NGOs should also 

remind themselves to give youth responsibilities and the chance to contribute to the shared goal, as this 

creates a stronger sense of purpose. 

 

5.1.1.2 A Trending Norm 

All interviewees highlight that it is motivating for youth that the SDGs are trending. ActionAid explains 

that more and more schools include the SDGs in their curriculum and that the SDGs are the new trend 

among students (AA1 31:10). According to DRCY, the SDGs have become an increasingly popular topic 

in Denmark in general (DRCY1 12:10). The representative from SSAC presents a different analogy: “The 

[old] hippie movement is over and (...) the new hippie thing is living sustainably (...), being vegan and 

politically correct” (SSAC 10:24). The SSAC representative believes that more youth will be motivated to 

work with the sustainable development agenda because “sustainability is a sexy thing to work with right 

now” (SSAC 10:03). 
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The Scouts attribute some of the popularity to the creative and colorful presentation of the SDGs:“They 

are artistically made. (...) And that gives the first spark of interest” (Scouts 20:00). They also attribute some 

of the success to organizations such as WBN that share good stories which show that the world is developing 

in the right direction and that we as a community are doing good (Scouts 36:53). The representative from 

SSAC agrees it is important to share success stories and additionally states that: “There is also this hero 

culture, that we sometimes need these heroes (...) that show us how to do things.” (SSAC 28:03). 

 

According to the interviewed organizations, sustainable development is gaining popularity and the 

organizations have faith that the trend will continue. However, as stated previously, only around 16% of 

young people in Denmark (between 18-34 years) were aware of the SDGs in 2017 (MoF 2017:64). The 

organizations’ positivity can be explained in relation to their context as they all work closely with the SDGs. 

As ActionAid points out, a majority of the schools that contact them have already worked with the SDGs to 

some degree and therewith, most of the students they are in contact with have prior knowledge and an 

interest (AA1 6:45). However, what can be gathered from the data collection is that the SDGs are trendy 

and therewith, motivating for youth. The positive association with a trend is multiple: firstly, one is more 

likely to be exposed to the topic when it is trending; secondly, being part of a trend is like being part of a 

community which is also a strong motivation; and thirdly, in today’s social media society there are many 

platforms where youth can get credit for showing that they are part of a trend. An important role of the 

NGOs is to keep working for the SDGs to become more known and trendy.  

 

5.1.1.3 A Sustainable Future 

Sherrod et al. find that not everyone is equally predisposed to contribute to the common good and therefore, 

we need to ask why individuals would participate in civil society (2002:266). One of the reasons they present 

is that people do it for the personal satisfaction that comes from helping and doing good as it drives a positive 

self-image (ibid). When the representative from DUF is asked about the motivations of youth to work with 

the SDGs she explains that in her experience, young people want to be engaged, and work for a good society 

and future; they want to make a change (DUF 22:38). She also adds that today’s youth have a lot of interest 

and drive and are an ambitious group (DUF 25:27). WBN highlights that for many young people a 

motivation to work for a more sustainable world is based on the fact that it is their own future. 

 “For some it is because it is our future. (...) You had the opportunity to act and actually have an impact 

on your own future and if you did not do so what are you going to tell your kids when they grow up. (...) 

like yeah I just did not feel [like] it?” (WBN 10:50) 
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In the Scouts experience, once youth know about the SDGs and believe that they can have an impact, they 

will often ask how they can do more (Scouts 18:35). SSAC has the same experience with their students, 

namely that: “This generation has the desire to link their professional career to bigger goals in society. They 

want to do something with purpose (...). It is nice to do something good for [the] environment and society.” 

(SSAC 6:05). Whether the motivation is linked to an increased self-image or if it is based on creating a 

better future for themselves, the NGOs agree that a strong motivation for youth is the ability to do something 

positive for society. 

 

5.1.1.4 Having an Impact 

In addition to the personal satisfaction of doing good, scholars state that the sense of impact stemming from 

involvement is a strong motivator for youth (Sherrod et al. 2002; Winston 2013). They find that youth are 

motivated by communities they believe produce good results (collective efficacy) and that they themselves 

can have an impact on these good results (personal efficacy) (ibid). DRCY believe that it is important for 

them as an organization to work so that youth: 

“Get the feeling that they can do something. Support their understanding of themselves as  

individuals in society that have an influence. If you are told that you do have an influence (...)  

then people will also start taking on more responsibility and action.” (DRCY1 7:20) 

This statement reflects Schussman & Soule’s point that engagement can be measured by looking at the level 

of perceived efficacy (2005:1085). In other words, the more youth believe that their actions, and the actions 

of the NGOs, make a difference; the more they will be engaged.  

 

WBN work to produce nuanced views showing progress towards a sustainable future which is rooted in 

their belief that “nuances give people hope, and hope gives people a willingness to take action” (WBN 

2:28). It is important for youth to have hope that the world is moving in the right direction, but also that 

their actions contribute to this movement. As the WBN interviewee points out: “Everyone can contribute 

and should contribute. (...) It is not about saving the whole world but doing something small. Everything 

counts” (WBN 9:11). According to ActionAid, it is therefore important that NGOs:  

“Make it clear that people can actually make a change. (...) [We need to] provide clear solutions so  

that people see that there is hope. If we stick together we can solve it.” (AA2 23:40)  

 

5.1.2 Pragmatic Motivations 

This section will analyze two pragmatic motivations, namely: opportunities to act and experience. In this 

context, pragmatic motivations are the practical incentives providing various opportunities and 

communication tools as well as job possibilities and increasing personal experience. 

 



 55 

5.1.2.1 Opportunities to Act 

Youth has several concrete opportunities for action such as conferences and forums, or online platforms 

(Hwang & Kim 2017:44). This analysis will in addition argue that the SDGs also provide other, more 

abstract forms of opportunities to youth. It is known from literature that youth need the space to establish 

their own projects (Earl et al. 2017). In line with this, the motivations for participating and engaging in the 

SDGs is described by the SSAC representative as a chance to act on something (22:35). As the first global 

agenda placing youth at the forefront of implementation, the SDGs provide a wide spectrum of opportunities 

to act. This could for instance be at the global or local level, or through school, civil society or politics, 

because “the barrier to act upon the SDGs is lower than the MDGs because there are so many, so it is easy 

to find something that you can see yourself in” (WBN 11:21). The Scout representative relates this back to 

the nature of the SDGs as a more approachable common ground with a lower barrier to act. The broad global 

problems are broken down into goals and targets that make it easier to start somewhere with clearer 

opportunities (21:20). 

 

Further, the inclusion of youth throughout the SDG process has provided them with the opportunity to take 

ownership of projects (AA1 19:35). Youth are motivated when they see a chance for responsibility, for 

having a voice and for deciding on things that affect them (Sherrod et al. 2002:266). Therefore, the 

opportunities created by the SDGs are not only the possibility to act but also, the possibility to shape and 

define these actions. Having a say throughout the process motivates youth because it places them in an 

empowered position where things are not predetermined by others (DRCY2 8:55). Due to its novelty, there 

is a momentum for youth to take charge:  

“It is a brand-new project and concept in the organization, [so] you can really shape  

it the way you want to. And everyone is welcome to come up with ideas, so it is not this top-down 

management approach.” (DRCY2 8:10) 

A special characteristic of these opportunities is that they also need to be provided outside adult influence. 

Research shows that youth can find adult-dominated activist spaces to be dismissive of their agency and 

therefore, more likely participate in spaces open to youth (Earl et al. 2017:4). This has also been emphasized 

in the workshops with SSAC: opportunities and clear scenarios are important for young people to be 

motivated to engage because otherwise, they do not see a chance to have a voice (see appendix 5). By 

providing youth with space where their agency is taken seriously, the SDGs have the possibility to empower 

youth in taking action, responsibility and decisions. 

 

The second aspect about opportunities concerns the common language provided by the SDGs. The SDGs 

help organizations working at a global level to enhance communication across countries and participants 

because “they have a common language because they work on the same SDGs and we can build this global 
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solidarity movement around it” (AA2 9:40). Theory recognized this as the concept of frames which assign 

meaning to an activity (Hasenfeld & Gidron 2005:107). Participants can for instance connect the SDG frame 

to their own story and beliefs and thereby, be more motivated to engage. This can be seen in the way the 

different organizations present the SDGs to youth. Organizations working with younger youth often present 

the SDGs as a common language of leaving no one behind and acting more responsibly and sustainably, i.e. 

focused on the overall message of the goals (Scouts 5:20; AA1 22:35; DRCY2 12:40). Concurrently, SSAC 

target their activities to university students that are interested in specific goals: “Maybe you go one level 

deeper, look at the indicators and then you can already see what exactly you can do because then you get a 

much more concrete idea.” (SSAC 7:05). This also provides the opportunity to empower youth to 

communicate and act themselves by using the SDG language to more easily talk to businesses and 

politicians: 

“If you are a local youth association, you can speak with the politicians, you can speak with  

the local community councils, you can speak with the private sector, you can speak with everyone. 

Because you now have a common language and that really has value.” (DUF 19:48) 

 

The SDGs motivate youth to take action by providing the opportunity to act and a clear language. For NGOs 

to motivate youth they should therefore focus on giving youth the space and responsibility to act - and tell 

them that these opportunities exist. Further, youth need to learn about the SDGs and how they can use them 

in a variety of settings and platforms. Therefore, NGOs should empower them to use both the opportunities 

and the language of the SDGs. 

 

5.1.2.2 Experience 

One of the consequences of the novel role of youth in the SDGs is that it has opened up opportunities for 

learning and experience. One of the points put forward by the UN is to ‘educate yourself’ through the SDGs 

(Hwang & Kim 2017:46). This can be linked to the interview statements on the motivations of young people 

to further their experiences in the form of career prospects and personal skills. 

 

Partaking in various activities can boost CVs (curriculum vitae) and increase the chances for a specific 

job/career. As pointed out, a classic selling point of an agenda such as the SDGs is to get more experience 

on the CV (AA2 25:45). A survey among volunteers in Denmark has found that the CV is important to a 

total of 16%, but to 39% of the young volunteers (16-29 years) (Hjære & Jørgensen 2017:10). At the same 

time, youth today want jobs with a purpose and have the wish to link their professional career to a bigger 

goal in society (SSAC 6:06). These two sides of job-related career opportunities are affirmed by the 

participatory research at SSAC (see appendix 5). Here, some of the most important motivations mentioned 

in the workshops were the prospect of adding activities to the CV and further defining one’s own job profile 
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(see appendix 5). Winston supports this perspective as his study finds that students have limited resources 

and therefore, are only likely to join an organization if they believe in its efficacy and if there are enough 

personal incentives (2013:416). One such incentive is enhancing career prospects, as well as school 

considerations. Advancing career interests by gaining experience is thus an important motivation for youth 

to engage in social causes such as the SDGs. 

 

When focusing on experiences, personal skills have also been identified as important to youth. For instance, 

the DRCY representative puts forward that “it can also be a big motivation factor that you are not just 

someone who is invited in to obtain knowledge, but you also obtain skills in maybe facilitation, developing 

campaigns or graphic or whatever it might be that you want to develop your skills in.” (DRCY1 10:20). 

Obtaining skills with the help of an organization is also identified as motivating by Hasenfeld and Gidron 

(2005:105). The scholars highlight the importance of having good civic skills to be more effective and that 

NGOs have the role of providing educational services. From the perspective of a young person, the social 

capital that an organization has to offer then plays a key role in the decision to engage. The possibility to 

educate oneself and gain experience is motivating, both because of career prospects and for self-

development. Participatory research in DRCY and SSAC has shown that the motivating factors to participate 

go beyond career opportunities (see appendix 5). They are also about applying existing skills (from e.g. 

study programs) as well as testing own limits and strengths and thereby, developing at a personal level. 

 

The aspects of experience show that career and personal development are motivating factors for youth. 

NGOs can then utilize the SDGs as a tool to communicate the experience and career enhancements possible 

when engaging. The SDGs are globally recognized and thus, an important language to know in today’s 

world. They give youth the chance to obtain valuable skills, such as communication, leadership, project and 

process management, and so forth. 

 

5.1.3 Demotivations 

Today’s youth have many names, among other Millennials, Generation Z, the MeMeMe Generation and A-

graders (Stein 2013; Scouts 26:50). A common description of youth is that they are stressed because of too 

many possibilities and the fear of missing out; they are depressed because of the pressures put on them by 

society and social media; and they do not feel heard because they find that adults do not support and listen 

to them (Petersen 2015). 

 

5.1.3.1 Pressured Youth 

An apparent demotivating factor is the lack of time and resources (DUF 25:35). Today’s youth often feel 

that they are always busy and need to use their time and resources effectively. Due to the many options and 
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time-constraints, youth will pick organizations with strong personal and community efficacy, i.e. where the 

constraints outweigh the incentive to participate (Winston 2013:421). At the same time, youth are presented 

with a wide range of events and organizations to partake in, so there is competition for the time-constrained 

youth and their engagement (SSAC 19:50). The lack of time and resources is also a factor in youth-led 

activities. SSAC explain that coordinating and driving activities requires energy and drive because it is 

voluntary (18:33). Volunteers are also not as reliable as for instance actual employees (DRCY2 9:40). 

Literature has put forward that youth are often biographically available because of the absence of personal 

constraints (i.e. no family, full-time job, marriage) (Schussman & Soule 2005:1085). However, from the 

data collected in this research, youth do not view themselves as biographically available. Structural 

availability, in the form of being asked to partake and knowing someone who is participating in social or 

political issues, has been found to have a bigger impact than biographical availability (ibid:1086). Therefore, 

the question becomes whether the structural availability can weigh up the lack of perceived biographical 

availability. 

 

Youth often feel the pressure to perform well. This pressure stems from the ambition to be better than others 

in order to survive in the competitive global world (Petersen 2015; Eriksen 2017). The stress this strive for 

success might cause for youth has been warned against by for instance the DUF chairman who mentions 

anxiety, depression, loneliness and insecurity as characterizing factors of today’s youth (Kjær 2017). As the 

Scout representative states: 

“It has never been more important to be the prestigious: I am going to get straight A’s.  

I am doing all the right things.” (26:53) 

The Scouts have therefore put the fight for more well-being among youth as a vital part of their overall 

strategy. Today, youth are often not excited about learning something new and the fact that volunteering 

does not result in grades can be demotivating for some (Scouts 27:29). This can be linked back to the career 

prospects mentioned as motivating factor before as youth are influenced by an A-grader culture. Overall, 

the many possibilities in today’s society can demotivate youth because of their perceived lack of availability 

and the constant pressure they are exposed to. 

 

Youth also feel demotivated by the perceived lack of support by adults or politicians who are too 

bureaucratic. As WBN’s representative explains, young people want to start acting but grownups talk about 

processes and the time it takes to talk through an action with every actor involved (43:29). Also, at the 

Scouts’ camp some adults did not want to participate or discuss how they sort trash because they were used 

to doing it their way (22:21). Based on this, the Scout representative highlights that age differences can get 

in the way of youth engagement: 
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“Young people are willing to go that extra if they get the support (...). There is sometimes a tendency to 

say: Alright, so I am a grown-up, I am going to solve it for you (...). You can go play and I am going to 

solve it. Rather than actually trusting that it is their agenda as well.” (22:39) 

This lack of support and trust demotivates youth to be involved. One of the countermoves to this is SDG 18 

to “strengthen, empower and involve youth” (DUF 2016). Here, the focus is also on the political side, where 

youth are frustrated because of the lack of political change with the SDGs (DUF 24:10). Individual 

responsibility is not enough if there is no ambitious political agenda and change. 

 

5.1.3.2 A Fluffy Agenda 

In relation to the SDGs more specifically, the interviewees have underlined that the agenda is very broad 

and global. If the relevance for the young individuals is not clear, youth will not have it on their radar (AA1 

20:54). As the DRCY representative describes the SDGs: 

“The SDGs [are] an international, global, fluffy concept that is still struggling with  

becoming a story that is locally relevant as well.” (DRCY1 13:10) 

As explained by theory, frames attaching meaning through a clear problem description and call for action, 

aid in engaging and motivating people (Hasenfeld & Gidron 2005:106). But the challenge remains as 

communicating a broad agenda such as the SDGs to children who have never heard about them is hard (AA1 

27:40). Due to their broad characteristics, the SDGs are not seen as a good ‘hook’ to organize people because 

they do not catch them as much as their personal problems do (AA2 3:30). A discouraging factor is then 

that the SDGs still have not become locally and individually relevant and youth do not see how this is 

important to them. 

 

In general, young people are demotivated because they feel that they do not have time or resources to engage, 

are under pressure due to an A-grade culture, lack support by adults and politicians, and cannot relate to the 

fluffy agenda of the SDGs. NGOs should aim to better understand the reasons for why youth do not 

participate in order to counteract this and engage more youth. 
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Figure 8: Illustration of Motivations Theme 
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The interviewees see their role in this as “letting them get the feeling and the experience that no matter (...) 

what they are or what experience they have, then they can actually do something” (DRCY1 4:50). 

 

An important link that scholars add is that acquiring activism-relevant skills through training and interaction 

with other activists is a crucial aspect for increasing the feeling of empowerment (Van Dyke & Dixon 

2013:199). This is also found to be an important aspect by the interviewees who highlight that training 

people provides the skills to create change and thereby, feel empowered. This first set of empowerment can 

then lead to a process of gaining more knowledge and skills, building networks and becoming an active 

member (AA2 21:17). Skills are also a crucial part of SSAC’s work with for instance their communication 

guide for students to “empower them to request action for their future careers” (1:35). Students need to 

drive and define situations for themselves and this requires tools to be able to act and feel empowered (SSAC 

9:22). But as the experience of DRCY1 has highlighted, it is not only teaching skills that provides 

empowerment but also to making the individual aware of their existing competences and how these 

empower them to take action: 

“We believe that if you as an individual become aware of your own resources and your own 

qualifications, and (...) you are given the tools or the material to take action, then you are much more 

likely to do that than just by being provided with knowledge.” (DRCY1 2:45) 

 

5.2.1.2 Ownership 

The topic of ownership can be connected to empowerment as the concepts often go hand in hand. But 

contrary to empowerment, ownership is about the ability to take on responsibility in projects within e.g. the 

SDGs. The chance to have a voice and take on responsibility when determining programs is also described 

as important by theory, as this gives a sense of personal efficacy and feeling of impact when involved in 

projects (Sherrod et al. 2002:266). In the interviews, it was mentioned that to commit youth, they have to 

be able to take ownership in their own youth-led projects and be part of the process to learn what works and 

what does not work (DUF 28:45; AA1 19:35). The Scouts have also set themselves the “educational goal 

where young people are educating other young people” (9:48). Taking ownership is thus highlighted as the 

skill to take responsibility and lead projects but also to understand your personal position and identify 

opportunities to do better, which again affects your sense of personal efficacy (SSAC 13:18 & 27:00; 

Winston 2013:416). The Scouts further add to this discussion by pointing out that “we need to educate 

people to learn something, to get excited about stuff” (28:09). This excitement can then lead to taking 

ownership and responsibility because youth believe in their abilities and competences, feel empowered and 

are enthusiastic about projects. 
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5.2.1.3 Ability to Work with Others  

Collectiveness and the community is highlighted as crucial factor for youth engagement in literature 

(Winston 2013:416; Murthy 2018:1; Sherrod et al. 2002:265). As a normative competence, the ability to 

work with others is a key point for engaging in social causes. This is linked to the capability to analyze the 

local community and their needs and consequences of an agenda such as the SDGs (DRCY1 2:45). At the 

same time, the UN SDG Resolution specifically highlights that it requires a belief in concerted action to 

achieve the Global Goals (UN 2015; DUF 20:54). Interviewees have also highlighted that one of the most 

important tasks in SDG work is that youth discuss and find solutions together (AA1 2:47; DUF 5:43). Some 

of them start meetings by letting everyone tell why they engage socially to create a sense of community 

(AA2 27:28). As networks are increasingly important in youth’s everyday life, the ability to actively work 

and participate in these is part of this normative competence. As Bennett (2008:2) has found, peer networks 

and online communities have become increasingly important for youth today. In line with this, some NGOs 

have also found that they have the task of making sure that youth “see how they are a really valuable piece 

in the big puzzle” (AA2 33:05). 

 

Normative competences are relevant for NGOs to focus on when engaging youth. Most importantly, they 

should support the ability of youth to believe in their agency and make them feel empowered, enhance 

youth’s ability to take on responsibility and ownership for own youth-led projects, and strengthen youth’s 

ability to partake in team work in their community. As has been highlighted in one of the interviews, 

competences go beyond pragmatic competences as “it is much more about personal visions than about 

academic tools” (AA1 21:34).  

 

5.2.2 Pragmatic Competences  

5.2.2.1 Gathering Knowledge and Skills       

According to Lee et al., communication skills, such as media use and interpersonal communication, are 

essential for democratic engagement (2012:672). The NGOs interviewed in this research all initially state 

that youth do not need any skills to work with the SDGs. They agree that the barrier to work with the SDGs 

should be low and that their activities should not exclude anyone, in accordance with the ‘leave no one 

behind’ concept. However, as the representative from DUF points out: “[Skills] can make it easier for youth 

to engage” (28:44). DUF therefore focus on capacity building where they work with e.g. how to do advocacy 

work or how to make a good argument or speech; although this is not exclusive to the SDGs (ibid). A lot of 

their member organizations focus on teaching volunteers organizational skills and how to work within 

networks and platforms (DUF 37:00). The Scouts want to highlight that “the youth is more than capable of 

acting”, and in their experience, youth are willing to go the extra mile and try new things (Scouts: 22:06). 
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For individuals to be engaged in civic issues, there needs to be an interest and knowledge about the issue 

(Schussman & Soule 2005:1085). ActionAid state that most students have some kind of knowledge about 

the SDGs (AA1 7:10). The representative highlights that: “some have quite advanced knowledge, so they 

can contribute quite a lot to the discussion.” (AA1 4:56) However, DUF emphasize that it is an agenda that 

still needs to be communicated for action to happen; that we still need more education on the matter. She 

says that to use a common language you need to know it; you need to understand it (DUF 20:42). Lee et al. 

propose several communication skills, but ActionAid say that: “The main skill some of them need is 

knowledge. How are you going to change something if you do not know anything about it?” (AA1 14:27) 

 

For many of the organizations, the knowledge they want to give youth is not only concerning the SDGs, but 

also the individual’s role in the agenda (AA1 11:20; AA2 13:30; DRCY2 13:52). As discussed in the 

motivation section of this paper, youth are motivated if they see that the SDGs are important for their future 

and if they know that their actions matter. This can be related to the move from dutiful to actualizing citizens 

that Bennett proposes; where the individual purpose is more motivating than governmental obligations 

(2008:14). Actualizing citizens are more attracted by creative forms of online collective expression (ibid:2). 

According to Lee et al., a focus on communication skills, which includes effective information seeking, is 

especially relevant in the changing media environment (2012:670). Research suggests that engagement with 

new digital media provides young people with opportunities to develop relevant skills, knowledge and 

capacities that are essential for participating in collective action (ibid). How youth use social media to 

acquire knowledge and skills will be further explored in the offline tools section (see section 5.5.3.2). 

 

5.2.2.2 To Discuss and Take a Stance 

People with good civic skills, i.e. organizational and communication skills, are more likely to participate 

and be effective in political and societal work (Hasenfeld & Gidron 2005; Schussman & Soule 2005). Lee 

et al. present that communication skills include listening to other viewpoints, expressing opinions and ideas, 

and actively engaging with others in discussions (2012:672). The Scouts highlight that NGOs have an 

important role in helping youth to engage in issues:  

“It is our responsibility as an NGO to develop our people so that they can take action.  

No matter if they agree or disagree, but that they take a stance. And that they actually want to 

 make the difference.” (Scouts 17:43) 

As WBN point out, as a start it is important for youth to know about the SDGs and how to act on them. 

When you ignite the reflection, they can go home and discuss with their parents about what is happening 

and what they can do about it (WBN 9:56; DRCY2 14:49). An important factor for development of 

communication skills is classroom deliberation (Lee et al 2012:673). A classroom is a good source for 

diverse opinions and when pupils are actively engaged in issue discussions, it will create a base for 
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communication skills by giving opportunities for expression (ibid)(See section 5.4.2.1). In their work with 

schools, the representative from ActionAid has experienced that some schools practice discussion, but it is 

not necessarily a common thing (AA1 4:47). Many of the NGOs in this paper teach about the SDGs in an 

active matter using role-play, games and discussion, and can easily notice when a class has previous 

experience with discussing and deliberating. However, ActionAid points out that whether the students are 

comfortable discussing also depends on the individual (ibid). Either way, classroom deliberation about the 

SDGs is a good way for youth to learn communication skills, by exchanging knowledge and ideas, and by 

being inspired by each other (DUF 5:46).   

  

5.2.2.3 Reflect, Assess and Solve 

The NGOs in this research have all chosen a strategy of active learning and believe that it is important for 

youth to know about the SDGs, but also that they able to reflect upon their own role and actions. As the 

ActionAid representative states, together with youth we “have to talk about it, discuss it and find a solution 

together” (AA1 2:47). It is relevant to have communication skills such as the ability to understand and 

critique current issues, and to connect different ideas and perspectives (Lee et al 2012:672). ActionAid 

highlight that to improve, it is necessary to be critical of the way things are done currently. It is important 

to ask question on what we can do better, especially addressing youth because they have good ideas (AA1 

8:41). Asking youth and taking their contributions serious is a good way to empower them and encourage 

engagement. When ActionAid want to engage youth in advocacy work, they believe it is important to first 

understand why every individual is there, then tell the story of the issue and establish the shared values and 

then call for action. This method is developed by Marshall Ganz (2009:2) and engages people because it 

helps individuals to reflect on why they are there, it assesses the situation that is now, i.e. what is the issue, 

and then the organization presents the solution through a call of action. This relates to Hasenfeld and 

Gidron’s concept of frames, as frames typically consist of a definition of the problem, a prognosis and a call 

for action. The more a frame resonates with the belief system held by participants, the more the frame will 

be incorporated in participants’ social networks and lifeworld, and participants therewith become more 

committed to the cause. In other words, the reflect, assess and solve method should make it easier for youth 

to relate the SDGs to their belief system and lifeworld, and thereby be more encouraged to join the cause.  

  

As mentioned previously, many of the organizations state that youth do not need specific skills or 

knowledge. However, it is beneficial to be able to identify opportunities for change. To find such 

opportunities, it is necessary to be able to analyze a situation and understand how things are currently done 

before trying to find a solution. Tools that allow you to reflect and give you an idea of what to look for are 

beneficial here (SSAC 13:00). The SSAC’s ‘sustainable communication guide for students’ helps students 
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to reflect on why they are interested in the SDGs, what they want to achieve, what personal skills are useful 

and what opportunities are available to work with this (see appendix 6). 

  

The representative from DRCY states that the organization “believes that if you as an individual (…) become 

capable of analyzing your local community, and the needs and the consequences of the SDGs there; and 

you are facilitated through a process or are given the tools to take action, then you are much more likely to 

[act on the SDGs]” (DRCY1 2:45). One of DRCY’s main SDG activities is “SPRINT med Verdensmål”, a 

training program where youth can learn how to use the SDGs to affect their local area (see appendix 7). 

Throughout the training the participants learn about the SDGs through a short presentational video and 

afterwards, by playing a game where they discuss the SDGs and reflect on how this applies to them. The 

goal of the training is to, as a group, create one SDG related project connected to their everyday life and 

make a to-do list for how to proceed. The participants additionally choose their favorite SDG and write an 

‘action manifest’ where they write why they want to work with this particular goal and sign the document. 

From participatory research at DRCY, these activities seem to provide youth with ownership over the goals 

and motivate them to engage in the SDGs because they can see the relevance for their everyday life and 

develop their abilities to identify problems and find solutions (see appendix 5). 

 
Figure 9: Illustration of Competences Theme 
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5.3 Youth Culture 
In the context of the SDGs, some interviewees highlight the focus on youth as a collective group which is 

termed “Generation Global Goals” by WBN (6:35). And even though it is recognized that youth can be 

quite different around the world, some characteristics of youth culture are also similar (DUF 12:40). For 

instance, the access to internet does not only provide a huge amount of information but also makes it possible 

to connect, exchange views and share every part of your life through e.g. social media. The implications of 

these developments are vast, but this study will focus on the consequences this has for youth engagement. 

As a recent study has shown, NGOs have so far not succeeded in engaging young people through online 

channels as their activism is often adult-led and does not include interactive tools (Elliott & Earl 2018:11). 

This has led to a situation where youth are politically active but not always through organizations, 

theoretically explained as the shift from dutiful to actualizing citizens (Bennett 2008:1). Actualizing citizens, 

using online communities and peer networks, are more personalized and self-expressing which is reflected 

in the MeMeMe youth culture (AA1 2:05; Eriksen 2017). The sharp rise of social media usage has among 

others led to this culture and shaped youth to create personal online profiles trying to live up to a perfectionist 

culture (Parveen 2018). 

 

This perfectionist culture also comes through in relation to school. A lot of youth perceive top grades as 

necessary to be successful and happy, so when partaking in activities, they often need to see the benefit for 

their career and personal development. The Scouts for instance mention that a lot of youth are no longer 

excited to learn something new but rather, need a punishment or benefit for engaging in activities (Scouts 

27:29). This so-called A-grader culture makes youth a quite passive generation when it comes to taking 

action and responsibility, according to the interviewee (Scouts 17:20). The quest to be prestigious and 

successful in school and university demotivates youth to partake in social causes, especially when feeling 

time and career-pressured (Scouts 26:50; Winston 2013:421) (see section 5.1.3). Youth today are quite 

conformed and politically correct (SSAC 10:40), and there are less uprisings or riots because youth do 

not stand up for something anymore (Scouts 16:50). Theory also identifies this a central characteristic of 

today’s youth culture when stating that youth believe that citizenship is defined as good behavior, obeying 

laws and doing what you are expected to (Sherrod et al. 2002:265). The Scouts have the goal of working 

against this conformity by engaging youth to take action and creating “small armies of do’ers” (Scouts 

33:40). 

 

In congruence with Bennett, the changing forms of engagement from dutiful to actualizing citizen also apply 

to the volunteering culture, where youth are engaged less politically and more socially (Bennett 2008:2). 

Interviewees have highlighted that the Danish volunteer culture is important for the SDGs work in the 

country because almost everyone has volunteered somewhere (WBN 25:49): 
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“(The Danish volunteer culture) has made it easier for youth to act upon the SDGs because you are used 

to making a difference and to contribute and to work together. (WBN 42:01). 

In Denmark, 41% of teenagers are found to volunteer in 2017 which is the second-highest age-group after 

pensioners with 43% (Hjære & Jørgensen 2017:7). The survey has also shown that most people in Denmark 

engage in sports, but social and humanitarian work place second (ibid:11). Denmark is described to have a 

tradition for youth to organize themselves but also to engage in organizational processes (DUF 39:20). This 

is attributed to Danish youth’s maturity as they are used to being responsible and taking leadership (DRCY 

35:00). According to the DRCY interviewee, the Danish volunteers are way ahead of other countries with 

having the experience and knowledge from civic engagement (ibid). 

 

An important distinction can be made for youth which has implications for how strong the MeMeMe and 

A-grader culture weighs. As youth encompasses a wide age group there is a difference between, the older 

youth generation (born 1980s-1995) which is identified as Millennials while the younger one (born after 

1995) is called Generation Z (Premack 2018). Millennials grew up as idealists before the recession, with 

digital technology in its beginning stages of connecting the world. Contrary to this, Generation Z are so-

called digital natives growing up with constant mobile connection. They are connected, fast-paced, informed 

and have a “greater focus on their role in the world as part of a larger ecosystem and their role to improve 

it” (Merriman 2015:3). While Millennials are creative but often dependent on their parents and businesses, 

Generation Z are more independent and naturally seek to create own innovative solutions (ibid:3). This can 

be attributed to their individualism and desire to be part of solution building (ibid:10). Millennials think that 

their success lies in going to a good university and have a career, while Generation Z do not focus on 

traditional jobs but rather want to be self-employed (Premack 2018). The distinction between the two 

generations is an interesting aspect when seeing this study in the light of its youth culture. The context of 

two differing generations has an implication on the other youth-specific factors, where Millennials tend to 

lean more towards the A-grader culture while Generation Z is characterized by a more personalized 

MeMeMe culture. But as the interviewees have not mentioned this difference in their definition of youth, 

this study will mainly view youth as a homogenous group. 

 

5.4 Platforms, Actors and Networks 
5.4.1 How NGOs Utilize Platforms 

The platforms and channels through which NGOs engage youth are important to identify and understand. 

From the interviews and the existing material about the organizations, four different platforms have been 

identified. 
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Firstly, the political platform is utilized primarily by DUF and WBN. This platform is so far dispersed over 

two different levels. At the national level, youth representatives are involved in the 2030 panel and partake 

in networking activities with Danish politicians and committees (DUF 3:24). At the international level, DUF 

sends out youth delegates to inter alia UN meetings and conferences as well as the HLPF. Here, youth are 

able to voice their opinion through these political platforms (DUF 7:20). Secondly, DRCY, the Scouts and 

ActionAid employ the community platform. This entails the activities they do in Danish communities such 

as Scouts camps, workshops with marginalized groups, community organizing and so forth. Additionally, 

one of the widely mentioned external community platforms that most organization partake in are the annual 

Folkemøde and Youth Folkemøde (DRCY1 28:00; DRCY2 12:11; Scouts 12:20; WBN 0:45). Also, festivals 

such as Roskilde Festival are identified as platforms to reach Danish communities and especially youth 

(DRCY2 12:00; WBN 0:49). A scout-specific internal community platform are the annual Scout Days 

gathering all Danish scouts. In 2018, the SDGs were the main focus and the center of the different activities 

(Scouts 11:15).  

 

Thirdly, the private sector platform is an outlet used by SSAC and WBN. Here, a connection is established 

to businesses by engaging in university-business competitions (SSAC 3:35). Through this, SSAC aims to 

connect students to the SDG ecosystem in Copenhagen. WBN also have collaboration networks which span 

civil society organizations and businesses (25:12). Fourthly, the educational platform is utilized by 

ActionAid, DRCY, SSAC and WBN. As will be explained below, schools and teachers are important actors 

as they have a steady, daily contact to a diverse set of youth. The organizations use this platform through: 

participatory teaching in schools (ActionAid), organizing activities in schools (DRCY), and organizing a 

nationwide week with a special focus on the SDGs (WBN). SSAC utilize the platforms of higher education 

institutions by facilitating cooperation across universities (SSAC 4:05).   

 

5.4.2 How NGOs Cooperate and Utilize Actors 

For NGOs to engage youth in the SDGs, it is important to understand which actors play a role in their 

everyday life (WBN 26:52). The NGOs describe themselves as one of the most important actors and feel a 

responsibility to teach youth to take action (DUF 21:25; Scouts 17:40). Theory also highlights the role of 

NGOs as actors but at the same time, recognizes that they are not always a part of youth’s everyday life 

(Hasenfeld & Gidron 2005:98). Often activities with school children only happen once, so the NGOs do not 

have an impact over a longer timeframe but instead, go in as ‘ninjas’ for one day (AA1 17:23). This 

importance inflicted on daily actors is one of the overarching patterns found in the interviews and 

summarized by ActionAid: “The responsibility is much more on the day-to-day actors in children’s life, so 

teachers, parents, and whatever kind of activities you do. That has the greatest impact.” (AA1 18:30). 

Therefore, this section will focus on the most widely mentioned actors. Theory recognizes that in the 
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political socialization of youth, several actors play a decisive role. Some studies find that the ones with most 

impact are family, schools, peers, news media use, NGOs and political organizations (Lee et al. 2012:673; 

Zukin et al. 2006:203). 

 

5.4.2.1 Family and Schools 

Family communication and the influence of parents is often the first step for young people to get 

politically socialized. Communicating, exchanging and discussing ideas openly has been found to make 

youth able to form opinions, be open for opposing views and more prone to discuss in later stages of life 

(Lee et al. 2012:673). Interviews highlight that youth need to be able to openly discuss with parents (AA1 

5:43; DRCY2 15:05). In the context of the SDGs, a concern raised by the NGOs is that the parents’ 

generation often do not know about the SDGs yet (AA1 31:25). In line with this, the Scouts mention an 

interesting experience from their SDG activities – that actually the political socialization has gone the other 

way when children group-pressure adults and parents (Scouts 4:48). 

 

The next step of political socialization often takes place in school and with teachers. Here, an important 

aspect of the success of schools to engage young people is that teachers are quite permanently in a student’s 

life (DRCY2 15:30). Another significant characteristic of schools are the diverse opinions stemming from 

a diverse set of students – often, no other place in a young person’s life is as diverse as the classroom (Lee 

et al. 2012:673). In the context of the SDGs, the interviewees have also experienced that schools have an 

increased focus on the SDGs and produce material themselves. Thus, the interviewees regard schools an 

attractive collaboration partner for SDG engagement - they have another ‘power’ with reaching their 

students (DRCY2 15:40). As WBN highlight: “Every kid in Denmark has to be in primary school. So that 

is the only place where you can be sure that you reach everyone.” (WBN 28:01). ActionAid has also focused 

large parts of their SDG activities on schools (AA1 1:50), and WBN organizes the activity Verdenstimen 

with material sent out to every school in Denmark (WBN 3:20). This has made schools one of the most 

important actors identified in this study as highlighted by this statement: 

“If I could put all my money on one sector, it would be schools.” (WBN 28:01) 

But it is also put forward that so far, NGOs are mostly contacted by schools already engaging their students 

in civic causes (AA1 6:45). Especially for SDG engagement, the students have pre-existing knowledge of 

the SDGs and this self-selection leads to the NGOs not reaching every student in Denmark. 

 

5.4.2.2 Peer Networks and Social Media 

From the teenage years and forth, peer networks become increasingly important as actors to politically 

socialize, shape opinions and norms, and start engagement in causes (Lee et al. 2012:673). Bennett (2008:2) 

also highlights peer networks to be increasingly important which can be linked to the desire of today’s youth 
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to express themselves as individuals and their increasingly digital ways of communication (ibid). But peers 

networks - which have become increasingly important to engage today’s youth - have only minimally been 

mentioned in one interview (Scouts 37:10). And with the increase in social media use, a broader and more 

effective peer-to-peer communication across the globe is possible (Seo et al. 2013:898). Furthermore, DUF 

and WBN also include more traditional media such as newspapers as an important actor. DUF has articles 

in several newspapers and journals while WBN produce their own newspaper and have their news on screens 

and in the free newspapers on s-trains in Copenhagen (DUF 10:28; WBN 2:52). 

 

5.4.3 How NGOs Use Youth’s Networks  

Offline and online networks have gained an increasing weight in theory on youth engagement. For 

mobilizing members, social networks of the individual (both personal and professional networks) are 

identified as important recruitment channels (Hasenfeld & Gidron 2005:104). From communication 

mediation theory it is also established that the process from knowledge acquisition to action needs the 

connecting link of communication – and this communication most effectively happens in social groups and 

networks (Lee et al. 2012:671). Further literature adds to this point by highlighting that structural 

availability, i.e. network ties to someone already engaged, are one of the strongest predictors for individual 

participation (Schussman & Soule 2005:1086). But as mentioned above, social networks are not in focus 

for the interviewees even though several well-established theories have put peer and professional networks 

forward as vital for engagement. As mentioned above, this is also highlighted by the rise of social media 

and the global networks created by digital technologies. The rising individualism and personalization lead 

to more importance endowed on the opinion of others in the individual’s network. Therefore, this is an 

interesting aspect of youth engagement for NGOs to focus on. 

 

5.4.4 How NGOs Use Their Own Networks 

But networks are also important for the organization itself as the embeddedness in inter-organizational 

networks is identified as major determinant for mobilizing economic and political resources (Hasenfeld & 

Gidron 2005:104). Here, the interviewees have highlighted that the SDGs have brought them together in 

cooperative efforts where material was shared, activities planned collectively, and advocacy work done in 

networks to have a greater effect (Scouts 2:58; WBN 22:30; AA1-2 17:20). The NGOs have thus 

experienced that the SDGs have opened up new cooperation opportunities and enlarged their network. As 

ActionAid describes: 

“The SDGs are a brilliant framework (...) because it gives us a very good platform to work together, all 

NGOs and organization. (...) It is great for alliance-building on a broader level,  

it is great for advocacy.” (AA2 4:00) 
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The reason for this is the scale and variety of the NGOs, because the SDGs are something that every NGO 

can commit to (Scouts 51:06). The sharing of knowledge, experience and material has been beneficial for 

the NGOs in their SDG work (DRCY2 1:50). As the Scouts remark: “It of course makes the material better 

that we not all have to develop the deep plate or the wheel once again. Naturally, we bring forward whatever 

we are good at.” (51:56) 

 

It is important to understand which platform a given NGO works on. For the NGOs, this can also provide a 

possibility to reflect upon which platforms to possibly utilize in the future. Further, actors have an important 

role in youth’s political socialization, especially schools can have a big impact. But as a person approaches 

teenage years, peer networks and social media become increasingly important. The two last actors are not 

covered to extensively by the interviewees and therefore, should get a special focus in the NGOs engagement 

efforts. 
 

Figure 10: Illustration of Platforms, Actors and Networks Theme 

 
 

5.5 Strategy and Tools  
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engage in the SDGs. Firstly, the strategies have been divided into three categories: knowledge-based, action-
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will discuss long-term strategies to see whether the NGOs reflect upon what will keep youth engaged in the 

Platforms, 
Actors and 
Networks

Actors

Networks

Platforms

Social media

Peer networks

School

Family

How NGOs
utilize 

platforms

How NGOs 
use their own 

networks

How NGOs 
use youth’s 
networks



 72 

long-term. Lastly, we present what tools are relevant to mobilize youth, dividing them into online and offline 

tools. In this section, we will also analyze the importance and current use of social media.   

 

5.5.1 Strategy 

There are many different ways of how to approach the SDGs. Different NGOs work with the SDGs in 

different manners, using different strategies. The strategy they apply to the SDGs is often also reflected in 

the organization’s traditions and philosophy. Although all NGOs agree that if you want to mobilize youth 

around the SDGs you need to make the SDGs interesting, approachable and relevant; the individual way of 

doing this remains different. The NGOs presented in this paper can be divided into two different approaches, 

namely: 1) a strategy focused on providing knowledge and interactive learning, and 2) a strategy focused 

on action through activities and games. These two approaches will be presented below, in addition to a 

section on other types of strategies the organizations have used to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs.   

 

5.5.1.1 Knowledge-Based Strategy  

To be able to engage in the SDGs, it is necessary to know about the SDGs. When educating youth about the 

SDGs, it is important to adopt a teaching-style that is interesting, inclusive and creative. Bennett proposes 

that a reason for why much of the current civic education fails to engage youth today is that it still adopts 

the conservative teaching style from books, which youth find irrelevant and inauthentic (2008:7). DRCY 

and ActionAid both highlight that when interacting with youth, they make an effort to not assume a teacher 

character and instead focus on interactive education (DRCY2 16:05; AA1 2:25). The ActionAid 

representative explains:  

“We like the word participatory education. For us it is very important that we do not go in and have this 

blackboard torture, where you just write things on the board. I think it is important that if you want to 

learn something it has to be fun and you have to be participating.” (AA1 2:25) 

 

The participatory education that ActionAid use incorporates both the traditional one-way communication of 

information, but also a more interactive style with discussions, roleplay and groupwork (AA1 2:25). 

ActionAid do not believe that it is necessary for youth to know everything about each goal, but that they 

have knowledge about the idea behind the SDGs and understand why they are relevant for the agenda (AA1 

28:16). They also use a development perspective where they reflect on how the world has developed and 

what the status is today. They believe this is important because most people currently overestimate how bad 

the situation is and do not know how progressive the development has been; i.e. there are positive news as 

well (AA1 0:23 & 6:52). 
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WBN employ a similar strategy as their aim is to share constructive stories and broaden the perspectives 

of people. By constructive stories they mean informing about the progress the world has reached so far, as 

this stands in contrast to the majority of news today focusing on conflict and ‘bad news’ (WBN 1:00). As 

the representative says: “People actually have a quite bad knowledge about what the situation is in the 

world. People have a tendency to overestimate how wrong things are.” (WBN 0:38). As WBN is an 

independent media, most of their knowledge is provided through their media outlets (traditional and social 

media), but an important goal is also: “making it very easy for the teachers to teach in the SDGs and I think 

that is our most important role” (40:46). The representative from WBN highlights the importance of schools 

because their reach is very large and diversified, and they therefore believe that their work on 

‘Verdenstimen’ is key in order to engage youth in the SDGs. Verdenstimen makes it easy to connect any 

school subject to the Global Goals and WBN also provide schools with various visual aids to spark youth’s 

interest in the SDGs (WBN 39:32). 

 

SSAC work to spread knowledge about the SDGs to schools (higher education) around Copenhagen. They 

aim to inspire students by showing them how they can get involved during their study, but also how they 

can bring the SDGs into their careers. SSAC want to provide knowledge about the SDG ecosystem in 

Copenhagen and connect students with companies and NGOs that work with the SDGs (1:07). They believe 

that if students know about what options are out there, they are more likely to engage in the SDGs (SSAC 

22:30). Moreover, DUF works with the SDGs on many different levels and platforms (see section 5.4.1). In 

relation to spreading knowledge about the SDGs, DUF provide a platform for youth organizations to learn 

more about the SDGs and discuss them with other youth organizations, for instance through their workshops 

(DUF 6:45). 

 

5.5.1.2 Action-Based Strategy 

Both DRCY and the Scouts focus on an action-oriented approach. They believe that it is important to 

facilitate activities and workshops where youth learn how they can make a difference, but also experience 

their impact in society. The Scout representative for instance says that they create their activities around: 

“focusing it on action rather than ‘now we are just going to tell about it’” (3:18). 

 

The Scouts base their SDG activities on the ‘Scout method’. This entails basing it on their philosophy of 

learning by doing and communicating that it is okay to fail and encouraging youth to try again (Scouts 

13:19). They believe that visual aids are a good tool to not only tell about the effects of something, but also 

show it in a fun way. For example, they visualized how much water it takes to produce beef versus how 

much it takes to prepare insects, which was a shock factor for many and afterwards they entertained the 

participants by serving the insects (Scouts 3:38). The Scouts have an activity booklet where they present 16 
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different activities that combine several SDGs, can be adjusted to different age groups and are either 

categorized as think, act or create (Spejderne 2018:4). The Scouts highlight that the activities were created 

for inspiration and can be combined, adjusted or used as inspiration for something completely new, which 

appeals to the need for flexibility and creativity youth have today. With this booklet, the Scouts also try to 

highlight that the SDGs reflect the Scout philosophy and can help us take care of each other and the world 

we live in (ibid:3). They have produced this booklet because they believe the SDGs should be actionable 

and want to show everyone what we can do as individuals in a fun way (Scouts 6:02). 

 

DRCY also have a similar SDG strategy where they want to create opportunities to act and show youth 

how they as individuals can partake in the SDG agenda (DRCY1 2:13). DRCY rather want to facilitate 

youth through a process where they are given tools and materials to take action, because they believe that 

youth are then more likely to continue engaging with the SDGs, than if they ‘just’ provide knowledge 

(DRCY1 2:26). This strategy is reflected in their training program ‘Sprint med Verdensmål’ (see section 

5.2.2.3 & appendix 7), where the focus is on moving beyond informing to engage youth (DRCY2 2:50). 

The philosophy behind ‘Sprint’ and the other SDG work DRCY does is reflected in the statement: “We do 

not use the word teaching, but rather facilitate or inspire (...). That is one of the foundations of how we work 

- that we believe by providing the children and the participants an experience of their own resources, then 

they will get the feeling that they can do something” (DRCY1 6:10). 

 

The action-based approach which both DRCY and the Scouts use is based on the idea that some basic 

understanding of the SDGs is necessary, but that it is more important to focus on making the SDGs 

interesting and fun, and to show youth how they can act on the SDGs. They believe that showing youth that 

their actions matter is the best way to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. 

 

5.5.1.3 General Strategy 

All the NGOs in this research agree that in order to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs, youth need to be 

informed about the essence of the SDGs and the SDGs should be fun, inspiring and actionable. Despite 

having a more action-oriented or knowledge-oriented approach, all the NGOs can also agree on that the 

SDGs should be easy and accessible: 

“The key is to make it as simple as possible” (DRCY2 14:32) 

As mentioned previously, ActionAid focus on the idea behind the goals and state that youth really like it 

because it is not as overwhelming as they thought (AA1 30:0). The main point they aim to leave youth with 

is that the goal is to make everyone's life better and that every individual can help towards this goal (AA1 

30:00; Scouts 35:50). DRCY also highlight that the way to mobilize youth is to get down to the level of 

your target group and not be a ‘know-it-all preacher type’ but instead involve them in the process, i.e. make 
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the SDG work accessible to them (DRCY2 25:33). Each NGO has their own way of making the SDGs easy 

and actionable. WBN for instance have an activity called ‘Big Little Things’ where the idea is to pick one 

goal you want to work with and then write down a small, everyday action you can do in relation to this goal. 

Then you get the card stamped and can bring it home as a tangible proof of the promise you have made to 

yourself. This is linked to the statement that youth need to know that everyone can contribute and should 

contribute (WBN 8:02). 

 

The organizations also agree with the theoretical principle that youth respond best to a youth-to-youth 

approach. For instance, the Scouts argue that: “We are also using youth-to-youth. It is important that it is 

not just an adult standing in front of a class saying now I am going to teach you about the Global Goals.” 

(13:31). Youth-to-youth teaching is effective because they relate to and trust other youth more easily because 

of the low social distance. Moreover, youth-led activities are also beneficial because youth have an easier 

time expressing themselves, their power is perceived as legitimate and they can choose the issues that relate 

to their life (Earl et al. 2017:4).  

 

An alternative approach and strategy that ActionAid present is the idea that not everyone should 

necessarily be mobilized to work with the SDGs as a concept. In the NGO’s work in schools, the ActionAid 

representative questions whether everyone should be mobilized around the SDGs; stating that some youth, 

and adults, do not see the relevance and that should be okay (AA1 2:52). It is important to: “Know about 

your target group. Saying who wants to be motivated and if some people do not that is fair enough” (3:12). 

Moreover, in their work with community building in marginalized areas, the SDGs will currently only be 

used as an internal framework inside the organization and not used as a language in the activities. The SDG 

language will be used internally in the volunteer group, but also here, it is emphasized that volunteers will 

be trained around what they will be doing, for instance if they are working to create awareness, then they 

will be taught effective communication and public speaking (AA2 14:35). The reason for not using the 

language externally is because the ActionAid representative in charge of these activities believes that the 

people in the communities are more focused on their personal problems with for instance inequality and will 

be mobilized around their personal stories and not a SDG (AA2 8:40). The representative questions whether 

increasing knowledge about the SDGs externally is necessary or if it is better to continue working with 

community improvement using the existing structures. It is important to take targeted communication 

seriously as it speaks more directly to individual groups and the mobilization will therefore be more effective 

(AA2 19:13). 
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5.5.2 Long-Term Strategy 

The NGOs in this research work to inform, educate, inspire and mobilize youth so they engage in the SDGs. 

They have different strategies for doing so and sometimes they will only get to interact with youth for a 

short amount of time. The question in this section is whether the NGOs have strategies for how to ensure 

engagement among youth in the long-term. 

 

5.5.2.1 Why the SDGs are Relevant for Me and Why I am Relevant for the SDGs 

One aspect the NGOs all agree on is that in order for youth to apply the SDGs to their everyday life, they 

need to believe that the SDGs are relevant for them and know that their actions make a difference (see 

section 5.1.1). The ActionAid representative says that “a way to make it relevant for them is to say - how 

are you a part of this narrative? And that is the good way to motivate them. How do you think this is relevant 

for you?” (AA1 10:13). ActionAid work to make the center of their SDG work about youth by asking how 

they think this affects them (AA1 11:17). In accordance with Bennett’s actualizing citizen, youth should 

respond to this because individual purpose and engagement is more motivating than governmental 

obligations. Further, this generation responds more to personally defined acts (2008:14). 

 

The organizations also believe in empowering youth as a long-term strategy. The DUF representatives 

highlights this when discussing what it takes to engage youth in the long-run: 

“How to commit people in the long run. (...) It is about ownership. It is about youth-led projects  

and not someone who has said ‘this is the kind of project you should do to work with the SDGs’.  

You should make the space for inspiration and exchange of knowledge and give opportunities  

of capacity building, but let the youth decide themselves.” (DUF 30:07).  

As presented previously, youth need to believe in their agency and power so that they know that their actions 

matter (see section 5.2.1.1). Youth are empowered by creative, autonomous environments which in turn 

motivate them to commit to social causes in the long run (Van Dyke & Dixon 2013:197). This is also why 

the NGOs work to give their participants the feeling of having an influence and aim to empower them to 

work for their own future (DRCY2 2:26; SSAC 1:38). The Scouts even state that one of their goals is that 

youth eventually create an army of do’ers and that: “That kind of doing and that army of doing, it is creating 

a generation that actually is brought up with how we can develop [sustainably]” (Scouts 34:34). And if the 

SDGs as a result become a way of life, then it will be the rule rather than the exception; but as the 

representative from DRCY points out: “It is not about a fixed goal and when you have done that it is over. 

[The SDGs] are a matter of a way of life. It is the matter of changing society, way of thinking, habits and 

therefore you are never done.” (DRCY1 46:50) 
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5.5.2.2 Teach by Example  

Commitment to an organization, or in this case also the agenda it promotes, comes from the social capital 

the organization has accumulated and the trust that it promotes. It would seem untrustworthy if the NGOs, 

who try to mobilize people to work with the SDGs, do not actually themselves work with the goals 

internally in the organization. DUF for instance say that they: “are also looking into our own work here 

and thinking about our everyday life at the secretary and how that matches the SDGs” (8:50). If the NGOs 

cannot commit to the goals in their everyday organizational life, it might diminish youth’s faith in the 

organization's ability to achieve any tangible goals and therewith, make it less appealing to join their cause 

(Winston 2013:416). It would be even more motivating for youth to believe in the cause if they see that the 

SDG agenda is reflected throughout the NGO, meaning also in other parts of the organizations. For instance, 

DRCY are: 

“making the SDGs a natural part of our projects in general. So that it does not just become this isolated 

little project. (...) It needs to be something that is implemented into our general organizational strategy. It 

needs to be something we are working with internally, but also externally in general.” (DRCY1 16:19). 

 

Showing that the SDGs are important in all parts of the organization can also increase youth’s belief in the 

collective efficacy of the organization and agenda. The SDGs as a concept are mentioned more often in 

more different types of projects, and an increase can be seen in this ‘total approach’ where organizations try 

to make the SDGs a general platform and not just an isolated project - and this is the road to making the 

SDGs more sustainable (DRCY1 16:19). Most of the NGOs highlight how they are trying to also work the 

SDGs into their other projects (AA1 27:18; DRCY1 42:50; Scouts 7:45), and as the Scouts say: “We are 

going to 2030 anyway. Why not be a part of the movement?” (Scouts 7:49). Commitment to a cause is also 

reinforced by the personal fulfillment that comes from participation and the community feeling of working 

towards, and achieving, a common goal (Hasenfeld and Gidron 2005:106). It is therefore important to 

communicate the stories of how we have made an impact together, i.e. showcase the good examples. The 

NGOs need to tell youth that they are doing a good job (Scouts 45:43; SSAC 14:08). The Scouts highlight 

that if this generation can start developing sustainably, i.e. that we set that example for the next generation, 

then it will become the agenda of the next generation as well and the trend will continue (Scouts 37:50). 

 

5.5.3 Tools to Engage Youth 

5.5.3.1 Online Tools 

Media use has a substantial direct and indirect effect on civic participation throughout a person's life (Lee 

et al 2012:673). When using media to engage citizens in civic issues, it is relevant to think about why they 

use different platforms and type of content, and how they use it (ibid). As stated previously, Millennials and 

Generation Z use different social media platforms in differently ways (see section 5.3). Social media refers 
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to internet-based applications that allow individuals to create and exchange content using digital network 

technologies (Seo et al. 2013). Social media empowers individuals to actively create and share content and 

information rather than merely being passive information consumers (Seo et al. 2013; Lu & Shea 2018; 

Murthy 2018). New technologies have made it easier for individuals to engage, be informed, communicate 

and take action. For youth especially, it has made room for broader and more effective peer-to-peer 

interaction, and as a result, youth have the flexibility and platforms to engage in new ways (Seo et al. 

2013:898). 

 

The NGOs in this research use different types of media outlets. For instance, ActionAid is active on social 

media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, while DUF works to raise awareness of the SDGs 

through both social media and traditional media (DUF 9:53). The DUF representative highlights that they 

work to get the youth voice heard in all types of media and that DUF youth delegates have provided material 

to for instance altinget.dk and Altinget’s youth-targeted news-platform ‘Spektrum’ (10:45).  Moreover, as 

a news organization, WBN work with both new and traditional media. The same news are shared on their 

traditional media (newspaper, tv on the Danish s-trains etc.) and on their social media (Twitter, Instagram, 

Facebook), but the visual aids are different. For instance, they might use different photos on Instagram, 

where the representative highlights that: “We are popular on Instagram” (WBN 20:29). WBN are also in 

charge of the online-platform ‘Verdenstimen.dk’ focusing on SDG education, which is an collaborative 

effort with other NGOs such as ActionAid (AA1 23:23). However, in line with the study by Elliott and Earl 

(2018), online platforms such as ‘verdenstimen.dk’ and ‘verdensmaalene.dk’ in the Danish context 

demonstrate little interactive tools that include youth in the process. 

 

Zukin et al. highlight that youth have grown up in an environment where media ignores the input of youth 

(2006:203). Youth therefore find different ways to voice their opinions, forward their cases and create 

platforms sharing the news youth want. Youth feel distant from the mass media, public affairs and politics, 

because they cannot relate to the narratives they present. Bennett finds that one of the reasons why youth 

are so detached from politics is because there is high social distance between politicians and youth (2008). 

Research on social media influencers (SMIs) shows that one of the reasons for their influence and success 

is their low social distance, or personal similarity, to consumers (Lu & Shea 2018:81). As they present so 

much of their everyday life on various social media platforms, it makes it easy for youth to relate to their 

lives and feel connected to them, and therewith, they are more likely to engage with the SMI and what the 

SMI is promoting (ibid). As the DRCY interviewee highlights: 
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“All data shows that a lot of young people are using Youtube, Snapchat and Instagram as a way of being 

informed and they have the different people they follow, and they have trust to. And if we can use this 

channel to communicate the SDGs through that, then hopefully we can reach a target group that normally 

would not have heard about the SDGs” (DRCY2 16:43) 

 

Moreover, structural availability emphasizes the importance of being asked to participate and shows that the 

presence of network ties to someone already engaged in the issue is the strongest predictor of individual 

participation in a movement (Schussman & Soule 2005:1086). This means that SMIs have a good 

opportunity to mobilize people to engage in the SDGs because of their established trust and online network 

ties to a vast amount of youth. This is one of the reasons why DRCY has chosen to work with the influencer 

agency ‘HIPPO’: 

“Influencers are becoming such a big thing and they reach out to a lot of kids. So we saw it as a way for 

us to get out to more kids and young people. Because we do not have that many resources (...) and if we 

want to get beyond [our own activities] we have to use other strategies. And I think that influencers (...), if 

they start talking about for instance responsible consumption, because they see them as heroes, they might 

be very strong in actually having an influence” (DRCY2 16:43) 

 

Digital communication technologies have lowered the threshold for collective action, and social network 

sites provide the opportunity to share personal content and create personal connections, which responds to 

youth’s need to belong (Seo et al. 2013:887 & 898). They also provide the possibility to spread the message 

more broadly while using fewer resources and employees (Elliott & Earl 2018; Rohlinger & Earl 2017). 

Creating a hashtag is a popular tool that can create a community and movement around a topic. For instance, 

in their work with ‘HIPPO’, DRCY are discussing using the #goodstyle (or #godstil which is also used in 

other campaigns in Denmark) (DRCY2 18:46). And the Scouts say that: “We are a part of the 

#ILoveGlobalGoals campaign. (...) They want to make a movement around the Global Goals and gather 

people around one hashtag, but also state that they are proud of actually doing something.” (11:34). There 

are many hashtags connected to the SDGs and sustainable development such as: #globalgoalsdk, 

#verdensmål, #bæredygtighed, and they provide a good opportunity for social media users to showcase their 

sustainable actions, be a part of a movement and make a stance online. 

 

However, it is not easy to keep up with the constantly changing digital technologies and social media 

apps. It can be especially tricky for people that have not grown up with social media to keep up with the 

development, which can be understood from one of the DRCY representatives’ comment: “influencers using 

Snapchat, Youtube, Instagram and all the other things I do not know the names of” (DRCY1 44:10). Even 

though NGOs increasingly see the value of social media for recruitment, campaign organization and public 
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engagement mobilization; the practical reality is that it can be difficult to implement social media tools and 

it often requires vast amounts of resources to keep social media networks alive (Murthy 2018:2). For 

instance, SSAC is so far only on Facebook, and the Scouts explain that their communication on social media 

has not been very strategic and they use it sporadically and not enough (Scouts 49:07). However, the Scouts 

are hiring a full-time communication employee as they recognize the benefit of digital communication, but 

also how much resources it takes to have effective communication. 

 

5.5.3.2 Offline Tools 

In addition to employing more and more online tools to engage youth in social issues, NGOs also use other 

‘offline’ tools. In relation to their SDG work, the tools they use most often reflect the strategy of making the 

SDGs fun. For instance, WBN have developed a bezzerwizzer game they provide to all schools (WBN 

40:29). In addition to their SPRINT tool, DRCY have also developed an SDG box that contains SDG games, 

activity books, tattoos and stickers (0:55). And the activity-booklet made by the Scouts is in high demand; 

also from other NGOs. The SDGs are visually catchy as the Scouts point out and therefore, other 

informational tools such as the posters WBN make are also interesting to look at (Scouts 19:50; WBN 

40:31). In order to educate and engage youth with the SDGs, all the NGOs in this research use both online 

and offline tools, which is highlighted by the UN member states as the most effective way to ensure 

participation (UN 2017: par. 63). Because of the nature of the mobilizing work the NGOs do, most of them 

depend on also having interesting and engaging offline tools to reach youth. The NGOs seem to agree on 

the necessity of being present on offline platforms, where one can meet youth eye-to-eye: “The platform 

where we can meet each other eye to eye rather than (...) with Facebook in front of us. It is going to be 

easier to have the good discussions that are going to educate ourselves” (Scouts 24:58). 

 
Figure 11: Illustration of Strategy and Tools 
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5.6 Danish Culture and Context 
5.6.1 The Characteristics of Danish Society 

Understanding the Danish culture is important to comprehend the context in which this study is situated. 

This is highlighted by interviewees pointing out that understanding the culture of where you go is highly 

important (DUF 36:18). The significance is also reflected in the introduction of this paper which presented 

a first overview of the central role that youth are given in Danish SDG work, the general characteristics of 

Danish society and the existing volunteer culture (see section 1.4). These points will be further elaborated 

on in this section. 

 

The Danish culture shares characteristics with its Nordic neighbors (Halonen et al. 2017:4). One of the 

prominent ones is the importance endowed to youth in decision-making processes and implementations. 

As has been pointed out in the interviews, other countries have a different understanding of hierarchy than 

the egalitarian Danish system and do not, to the same extent, perceive youth as a resource (DRCY1 31:10). 

But Danish NGOs, civil society and schools perceive youth to be highly valuable when involved in decisions 

(DRCY 30:32). This can for instance be seen in the establishment of the informal SDG18 to strengthen, 

involve and engage youth. This focus on youth is not only supported by the NGOs but also by the Danish 

MoF, MFA and the Danish government (Tørnes, Sand & Halvorsen 2017). NGOs and the Danish state also 

work to include youth at the international level through for instance the six UN Youth Delegates who are 

“part of making the decisions and not just pro forma sitting in the corner being young people, but actually 

in the discussions.” (Scouts 39:00). 

 

This inclusion of youth is also traced back to the strong civil society in Denmark as the basis for how 

society engages, and how the public is involved in processes (DUF 38:50). This is seen in youth-led projects 

and the strong youth communities that have evolved inside and outside of organizations (ibid). But even 

though youth is involved in some of the processes, they still sometimes are only at the table without actually 

being included in decision-making processes, which is why the national youth umbrella organization DUF 

warns: 

“We should be really careful that youth are not just going to be present at the table,  

present at the decision-making processes, mentioned in policy – but that youth are actually 

 actively involved and are taken in on advice. Not just that youth have a voice but that that voice is being 

heard on an equal basis.” (DUF 33:56). 

 

Moving the focus to the future, Danes have had a focus on environmental sustainability over the past 

decades. This is in line with the Scandinavian culture of engaging in sustainability through wide stakeholder 

engagement (Strand et al. 2015). The experience of the interviewees has also been that the environment 
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weighs heavily in Denmark (AA1 4:28; SSAC 25:20; DRCY2 20:10). Especially in Copenhagen, they 

identify an ecosystem with a lot of activities within sustainability (SSAC 1:18 & 8:00). The interest in 

sustainability is expressed through a focus on the environment, more sustainable consumption and the 

concept of circular economy gaining traction in Denmark (WBN 17:40). Therefore, this has been a focus 

for Danish society when working with the SDGs. Another point gaining traction in Denmark is the focus on 

gender equality, among others triggered through the global MeToo movement (WBN 18:19). As the Scouts 

sum up: “Everyone can understand that we want a great planet and I think everyone agrees that these [the 

SDGs] are some of the ways to go there” (32:56). 

 

5.6.2 Challenges in the Danish Context 

Denmark is one of the frontrunners in SDG implementation as can be seen in its high scores in e.g. the SDG 

Index (Sachs et al. 2017). But a debate on the progress in Denmark has evolved with several actors 

standing at different spectrums of the debate. For instance, the Danish government states that Denmark has 

generally achieved the SDGs (in Danish: ‘generelt i hus’) (Danish Government 2017:13). And as DRCY 

points out, Denmark is sometimes perceived as a place where everyone is happy and green already (DRCY2 

21:50). This perception of Denmark being far ahead in SDG implementation is differentiated by several of 

the interviewees. Some have remarked that Denmark is actually quite far behind some of the goals (WBN 

21:39). As ActionAid says, “we are not a perfect society, no country is” (AA1 35:08). Also, Western 

countries are not used to be considered developing countries sharing some similar challenges with the so-

called Global South but “we are in fact everyone developing countries” (AA1 1:29 & 34:55). A recent 

report by civil society networks points out that the Danish government does not fully prioritize the SDGs 

and that there is a lack of acknowledgement of the challenges that Denmark faces to actually achieve the 

Global Goals in 2030 (92-gruppen & Globalt Fokus 2018:4). As the Scouts remarks to the debate: “We are 

such a fortunate, wealthy and rich country that it makes it easy to say: Is this really our agenda? Is it not 

just in Africa or wherever we are thinking?” (47:33). 

 

Marginalized groups have also been a concern of the interviewees. So far, youth reached by the 

organizations are often privileged and resourceful students that have surplus energy to volunteer and 

participate (WBN 33:02). DRCY has been recognized to work with some marginalized groups but WBN 

also sees a huge responsibility and task for the youth already engaging to involve the marginalized groups 

that are found in youth not born and raised in Denmark, second generation immigrants, and Danish youth 

who are not involved nor doing well (WBN 33:28). One of the new initiatives in this regard is to move 

activities to where these people are to have a better chance of reaching them (WBN 34:12). But a challenge 

remains in engaging these groups of youth in the SDGs, and this challenge needs to be a bigger focus of the 

Danish NGOs in the future if the 2030 Agenda is to reach every youth in Denmark. 
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6. Discussion 
The structure of this discussion will be based on the different factors of youth engagement presented in this 

paper. This is inspired by Sherrod et al.’s different dimensions of citizenship development (2002), and will 

therefore answer the questions of the what, who, why, when and where of youth engagement. In addition, 

we have added a sixth dimension by discussing the question of ‘how’ Danish NGOs can engage youth in 

the SDGs and thus, answer our research questions. Thereafter, we will outline the limitations of this study 

and lastly, present possible future research based on our findings. 

 

6.1 The What, Who, Why, When and Where of Youth Engagement 
6.1.1 What - The Characteristics of Danish Youth Citizens 

For NGOs to be able to mobilize Danish youth, they need to know what characterizes Danish youth. As part 

of their definition of citizenship, Sherrod et al. comment that youth should learn to have concern for a group 

larger than themselves. This study finds that one of the strongest motivations for youth to engage in the 

SDGs is the community feeling it brings to be part of an organization and a common cause. Joining a cause 

such as the SDGs will provide the personal fulfillment and sense of purpose that many young people look 

for today. Moreover, a part of citizenship development is understanding how one’s actions and inactions 

affect the bigger community, where we find that Danish youth have a strong need for personal efficacy, i.e. 

knowing that their actions matter. We find that it is important for Danish NGOs to emphasize both the 

personal and collective efficacy of their SDG activities for Danish youth to be motivated to join a cause, 

which can be connected to the pressure culture that can be found among Danish youth.  

 

Additionally, some other characteristics of the Danish youth citizen that are found relevant for NGOs is that 

they need the opportunity to act in youth-led activities. Danish youth are found to be mature, responsible 

and strong minded and it is therefore important that NGOs can provide them with the space to engage in the 

SDGs, but also let youth define the SDG activities themselves. We find that youth are demotivated by the 

lack of support they feel from adults and authority figures and it therewith becomes important for NGOs to 

support youth’s agency by providing them with the opportunity to act and empower them to share their 

voice. 

 

One of the recurring strategies by the interviewed organizations has been to make the SDGs relevant to the 

individual. This relates to Hasenfeld and Gidron’s point on creating frames that resonates with the values 

and beliefs of the given target group (2005:107). However, the scholars do not contextualize what this means 

for organizations. This paper adds to this point by outlining approaches on how a civic global issue such as 
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the SDGs can be made relevant to the frames of youth in a Danish context by examining youth’s 

characteristics and their implications. 

 

6.1.2 Why - The Motivation to Engage in the SDGs 

In order to engage youth in the SDGs, it is relevant to discuss the question why it is relevant for the 

individual. Motivation has been identified as an important factor in several studies (Hasenfeld & Gidron 

2005; Sherrod et al. 2002; Winston 2013; Earl et al. 2017). In these, motivation is identified as the interest 

and incentive to participate but often remains an unclarified concept. Building on this, the analysis of our 

data has painted a more complex picture of motivation. From the interviews, we find that it is important to 

discuss both motivations and demotivations in order to more holistically understand how NGOs can engage 

youth. Thus, it is not only relevant to shed light on, what we termed, normative and pragmatic motivations, 

but also the demotivating factors that might be a hindrance for participation. For instance, if NGOs do not 

address the time and performance pressure that youth feel, then they will not be able to mobilize youth based 

on community feeling, career prospects or any other motivational factor. Thus, it supports an awareness to 

the existing theory that in the Danish context, both motivations and demotivations are important factors to 

focus on when engaging youth. 

 

One demotivating factor is also the predominantly negative narrative found in mass media today. One of the 

tasks that WBN have set themselves is to counteract this negative narrative by providing more nuanced and 

positive news stories. The other organizations have also found ways to respond to the negative news context 

youth have grown up with by providing them with a developmental view, success stories and heroes. 

Providing these good examples to youth is especially effective if the positive narrative can be transferred to 

youth’s online and offline peer networks. These networks are very influential because of the trust youth-to-

youth communication spurs and this is why many NGOs try to use youth’s preferred communication 

channel, social media, to spread the good stories. 

 

A holistic understanding of motivations becomes even more important when seen through the lens of 

different generations. Scholars highlight generational and age-related differences affecting engagement 

without giving a detailed description of what this entails (Sherrod et al. 2002:267). This study finds that 

youth consists of Generation Z and Millennials which comprise differing characteristics, motivations, 

competences and so forth. For instance, Millennials are more drawn towards the pragmatic motivations as 

their focus is on career advancements and developing personal skills. This also links to the demotivating 

factor of A-grader culture and time constrained youth where Millennials will be less motivated to engage in 

the SDGs when their feeling of pressure is not addressed. Contrary to this, Generation Z is not as career-

focused but leans more towards normative motivations such as the personal efficacy argument and the SDGs 
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as a trend. Connected to this, they will be more pressured by the MeMeMe culture to have an innovative 

social media profile and will be less willing to engage in adult-led projects. Without attaching certainty to 

the adjustment of the different factors, it remains an important finding of this study that motivational factors, 

as well as others, will differ between generations of youth. 

 

6.1.3 When - Is Youth Engaged? 

The SDGs are introduced to a wide age range in Denmark. Most NGOs in this study agree that to reach 

children, it is necessary to simplify the SDGs and when mobilizing youth, one can discuss more complex 

issues. Thus, the NGOs in this research differentiate between children and youth when asked about their 

target group for SDG engagement. Additional research on youth culture has found that there are differences 

within youth that the NGOs need to address and herewith apply different strategies. As such, we find that 

the question is less of when the SDGs can be introduced, but rather how it should be introduced depending 

on what group of youth is the target. This will be further discussed in the concluding section.   

 

Discussing when citizenship development should start, Sherrod et al. (2002) question whether the focus 

should instead be on what capabilities citizenship rests on and what capabilities it promotes. In this research, 

we have studied whether youth need any competences to engage in the SDGs and find that most of the 

interviewees attach more importance to motivational factors than to competences. This is based on the 

argument that youth will not use their limited resources on something they are not motivated to work with. 

However, we still find that the NGOs’ SDG activities strengthen youth’s competences, and that this makes 

youth more motivated to engage in the SDGs. Building on Lee et al.’s (2012) communication competences, 

this research makes a distinction between normative and pragmatic competences. The pragmatic 

competences such as the ability to reflect and discuss are found to be apparent in most of the SDG activities, 

but the NGOs emphasize the importance of making the barrier to act on the SDGs very low and therefore, 

these competences are not requirements to join the activities. Contrary to this, the normative competences 

such as empowerment and ownership are found to be of very strong importance to youth and a big focus for 

the NGOs. It is found that youth engagement is more likely when youth believe in their agency and know 

they can take on ownership of actions. The implication of this is that NGOs need to focus on both 

motivations and competences when mobilizing youth, so that youth most importantly want to act on the 

SDGs, but also know that they can.  

 

An alternative view on the question of ‘when’ has been provided by ActionAid working in community 

mobilization and campaigning. Here, it has been questioned if the SDG language is actually beneficial to 

use as initial mobilizing tool or instead, should only be used as an internal framework. Introducing the SDG 

language will then be moved to a later stage of mobilization as existing problems and their language can be 
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more effective in mobilizing, according to the interviewee. In Denmark, the environmental focus is for 

instance an existing language for mobilizing. Youth might then be more accustomed to and resonate with 

this focus on environmental sustainability instead of being introduced to a new framework such as the SDGs. 

This notion of existing knowledge can also be extended to other areas currently focused on in Denmark, 

such as gender equality. Overall, the implications of this alternative view are that the NGOs should reflect 

on the positive and negative sides of the SDGs as a main mobilization tool, and potentially consider whether 

an existing language or problem might be more beneficial for mobilizing youth. 

 

6.1.4 Where - The SDGs Need to Pervade All Aspects of Youth’s Life 

Sherrod et al. emphasize that citizenship needs to pervade all aspects of the life of young people, but question 

whether there are different opportunities in different settings. Similarly, this research has studied how NGOs 

work on different platforms and cooperate with different actors in order to most effectively mobilize youth. 

Danish NGOs have had a successful approach to the initial phase of SDG mobilization by drawing on their 

inter-organizational cooperation to share resources, knowledge and materials. In accordance with Hasenfeld 

and Gidron’s (2005) argument, we find that this cooperation is a major determinant for the successful sharing 

of resources that lead to the NGOs’ ability to quickly respond to the call for SDG action and inclusion of 

youth. Moreover, this paper finds that Danish NGOs work to forward youth in the SDG agenda on several 

platforms (political, community, private sector and educational) and therewith, work together with other 

actors important in youth’s life. The theoretical framework in this paper emphasizes school, family, peers 

and media as important actors (Sherrod et al 2002; Lee et al. 2012). Much focus is put on school’s influence 

on youth civic engagement, both in theory and in this study (ibid). However, we find that peers and media 

are not given enough attention compared to the significance found in this research. 

 

Social media is the most frequently used platform for youth to stay informed, communicate with peers and 

to engage in various issues. It is therefore necessary for NGOs to increase their resources spent on this 

platform, despite the potential difficulties it presents. It can be beneficial to map out what online platforms 

the NGOs are currently using (looking at their audience and traffic), compare this to the traffic and target 

group they would like, and then research what social media platforms would match their goals. An especially 

unexplored tool is the usage of social media influencers (SMIs). These have the opportunity for large-scale 

engagement because they are the heroes of today’s youth. SMIs have different brands that different groups 

of youth will respond to, which again emphasizes the possibility to use social media to strategically reach 

specific target groups. 

 

In line with this, today’s network society sees peer networks and online communities gaining an increasing 

importance in youth’s life. Hasenfeld and Gidron (2005) find that most NGO members are recruited through 



 87 

reliance on friendship. However, peer networks are not highlighted as important when mobilizing youth in 

the SDGs by the NGOs in this study. It is found that Danish youth are demotivated by their lack of time and 

resources, resulting from the A-grader culture found among youth in Denmark. Thereby, Danish youth have 

a perceived lack of biographical availability, which increases the importance of structural availability, i.e. 

being asked to join a cause by someone in your network. An important communication competence NGOs 

need to teach is therefore the ability to communicate to peer networks. The important focus should be on 

making engagement in the SDGs ‘cool’ for youth to share. This will be most effective when using their 

preferred form of communication, i.e. social media. NGOs could increase their social media reach through 

for instance tools such as hashtags, SMIs or online-competitions, and importantly, they should include youth 

themselves in finding innovative ways to reach their friends. 

 

6.1.5 Who - The Diversity of Youth 

Scholars often acknowledge the diversity of youth, but do not always specify which groups this entails 

(Dyke and Dixon 2013; Earl et al. 2017; Lee et al. 2012; Sherrod et al. 2002). The diversity will affect the 

strategies NGOs must employ to mobilize youth and the factors identified in this paper will have to be 

adjusted to specific target groups. Much research on youth engagement is based on an American context 

and focuses on social movements such as #blacklivesmatter and #metoo, which highlight gender and ethnic 

differences (Earl et al. 2017). However, in this research other differences have also been presented, such as 

generational differences (Generation Z and Millennials), and marginalized youth and resourceful youth. 

Also, geographical differences are important in Denmark as for instance youth in the big cities have easier 

access to SDG activities. Other demographic differences such as ethnicity and education can also matter. It 

is important that NGOs are aware of the wide range of differences that exist among youth. Building on this 

insight, the factors found in this study can differ depending on the youth group; as shown when discussing 

the motivational differences between Generation Z and Millennials. In relation to this, we highlight that an 

NGO’s strategy needs to adapt the different factors to their specific target group. Although this is not saying 

that the differences will most often be big. However, it is still relevant for NGOs to research potential 

differences so that they do not risk losing some youth groups because they only focus on one strategy. 

Recognizing these differences and gaining a better understanding of the implications this has on the what, 

why, when and where of youth engagement will be important to reach and engage a broader range of Danish 

youth in the SDGs. 

 

6.2 Discussing the RQ: How to Mobilize Youth to Engage in the SDGs 
The aim of this paper is to answer the main research question of how Danish NGOs can mobilize youth to 

engage in the SDGs. Throughout the analysis and this discussion, we have presented several themes that are 

relevant for youth engagement. We have aimed to understand the characteristics and motivations of Danish 
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youth, what competences they need in order to engage, what actors, platforms and tools need to be involved 

and finally, what strategies Danish NGO need to employ to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. To 

answer this question, we draw on the findings from our themes in the analysis and identify seven factors 

that NGOs need to consider when mobilizing youth, namely: motivations, competences, actors, platforms, 

tools, strategies and target group. To reach the wide array of youth in Denmark, NGOs must apply different 

strategies and therewith, the factors need to be adjusted for according to the respective target group. 

Throughout this section, the important points of each factor will be discussed and will conclusively provide 

a model presenting what NGOs need to focus on to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs.  

 

In this paper, a multitude of motivations and demotivations that are common for Danish youth have been 

presented. We find that a strong motivation for youth is the community feeling from being part of a group 

and the sense of purpose and personal fulfillment that comes from contributing to the common goals of this 

group. It is also important for youth to know that their contribution to the cause matters, which we find is 

especially important for youth in relation to the SDGs because it concerns their own future. The need for 

both personal and collective efficacy is especially important because youth in Denmark are influenced by 

an A-grader culture where they feel pressured to achieve significant goals. This is also why many are 

motivated by skills and experiences they can put on a CV or by the SDGs as a language one can use for 

career opportunities. The SDG language is motivating for youth because they are demotivated by the lack 

of support and agency they receive from adults, and the SDGs provide them with a platform to use their 

voice. It is important that NGOs provide youth with platforms where they can express themselves and that 

they give them faith by providing them with good examples. As presented, there are many motivations and 

demotivations that are common for Danish youth; however, as highlighted previously in the discussion, they 

can also vary between different groups of youth, such as Generation Z and Millennials. Therefore, it is 

necessary for NGOs to understand the demotivations and motivations of the groups of youth they work with 

in order to identify what would drive those specific young Danes to engage in the SDGs.  

 

In addition to motivations, it is important that the NGOs working with SDGs and youth are also aware of 

the competences that complement engagement. The interviewed NGOs in this research originally emphasize 

that SDG engagement does not require any competences and that motivation is most important. This reflects 

the strategy adopted by all NGOs to make the bar for joining the SDGs as low as possible. However, this 

paper finds that each of the NGOs still strengthens different types of competences through their SDG 

activities, which again strengthen youth’s motivation to engage. Most of the competences, which become 

apparent in the respective SDG activities, are pragmatic competences like acquiring knowledge, assessing 

it and then taking a stance or solving a problem. Contrary to this, the normative competences such as 

empowerment and ownership are a bigger focus for the NGOs. The NGOs should continue focusing on both 
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types of competences because acquiring skills and believing that one can achieve great things with those 

skills is found to be very motivating. Another way the NGOs could empower youth, which would also 

benefit the NGOs, would be to include more feedback in their SDG activities. This tool has so far not been 

included much, despite being a useful way to gather opinions for improvement. In addition to providing the 

NGOs with information about how to increase the success of their activities, it also provides youth with the 

empowering feeling that their opinions matter and give them the opportunity to take ownership over SDG 

activities. It is also possible to combine this with social media tools in order to be done in an interactive way 

where youth can immediately see their impact. Going away from paper-based feedback, the digital world 

presents a vast choice of possible apps and tools to make feedback an entertaining and empowering task.  

 

An actor that NGOs need to utilize more are peer networks. Through communication technologies, youth 

have found new ways of communicating and creating communities online to get informed, socialize and 

form opinions. Peer networks, online and offline, have reached a new dimension and it is necessary that the 

NGOs start capitalizing on this to a greater extent. It is therefore important that NGOs start putting more 

focus on teaching youth the communication competence of communicating their interest to peers. Good 

speaking skills are a good asset when mobilizing others (Hasenfeld and Gidron 2005:105). The important 

focus should be on making engagement in the SDGs ‘cool’ so that youth can share this interest with their 

peers. A part of making it cool and easy to share with friends is by utilizing youth’s preferred form of 

communication, i.e. social media. By being on social media platforms, the NGOs make themselves, and the 

SDGs, visible and it is easier for youth to share this with their friends. Another effective tool is to use social 

media influencers because the low social distance they have to youth creates the opportunity for their 

opinions to matter to youth. With the perceived lack of biographical availability in today’s pressure society, 

structural availability, i.e. being asked to join a cause by someone in your network, becomes more important 

than before. NGOs therefore need to put a greater emphasis on peer networks to attract youth to the SDGs.  

 

As mentioned above, social media is a necessary tool to utilize when mobilizing youth. Increasing the focus 

on social media can be a necessary investment for many NGOs as it provides certain benefits. For instance, 

it is an interactive tool that appeals to youth’s need for creativity and flexibility and it can reach youth that 

are dispersed across different geographical areas. Additionally, if the NGOs are open to letting youth decide 

over the social media strategy themselves, they can potentially save resources as youth are ‘digital natives’ 

and therefore, updated on what tools are most effective. However, there are also potential difficulties that 

the NGOs need to reflect upon, especially if the social media tools are youth-led. Social media presence on 

different platforms requires extensive maintenance as it needs regular updates and it will lose its efficacy if 

the communication is not carried out consistently. NGOs therefore need to reflect upon how many resources 

they can spend on social media tools and how it would benefit the organization’s reach. It can be beneficial 
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to map out what online platforms the NGOs currently use (looking at their audience and traffic), compare 

this to the traffic and target group they aim for, and then research what social media platforms would match 

their goals. They could potentially also consider whether they would benefit from using social media 

influencers. SMIs have different brands that different groups of youth will respond to, which emphasizes 

the possibility to use social media to strategically reach specific target groups. Based on this, the NGOs 

would benefit from making a strategy for their social media presence and for how to maintain it.   

 

The point above concerning how much to include youth in the NGOs’ social media strategy, leads to a 

broader discussion on how much power and autonomy youth should have in organizations. In Denmark, 

there are organizations that are entirely youth-led, but most NGOs focused on youth have a top level where 

adults are in charge. In this paper, it has been argued that youth-led activities will increase youth engagement 

as it plays on their need for creativity and ownership, empowers them, and they are more likely to act in 

youth-led activities because they trust that their agency matters. However, the question remains how much 

autonomy youth can be given by the NGOs. It is necessary for NGOs to reflect on how much control they 

need to stay within their overall agenda and ensure consistency and sustainability. It is also important that 

the NGOs internalize their SDG efforts throughout the organization, from top level to their activities. 

Internalizing the SDGs at the top level of the organization is important to not seem hypocritical, which will 

damage the trust in the NGO and its collective efficacy. Including SDG work in other parts of the 

organization can potentially help NGOs reach different groups of youth; and here, effective mobilization is 

more likely since the NGOs are already familiar with characteristics of the group and can therewith adjust 

their strategies. For instance, the Scouts’ activity booklet has a flexible structure, so it can be used by every 

individual Scout group in Denmark. DRCY’s SDG Activity Box is specifically made for their food clubs 

and homework cafés and the plan is to expand to other activities in the future. 

 

The two examples above are reflections of Danish NGOs’ efforts to make the SDGs fun, easy and relevant 

for youth. These are some of the most repeated strategies, in addition to providing youth-led spaces and 

positive examples of SDG action. These focus points are seen across the board of the different NGOs 

presented in this research, despite them working on different platforms. The NGOs in this paper are 

frontrunners for youth inclusion in the SDGs, but other organizations also work on their strategies on how 

to mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. Through our research, we have found common patterns and 

grouped them into themes which have led to factors that can be of inspiration to other Danish NGOs. Based 

on these factors, we have created a model that presents what NGOs need to consider when they want to 

mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs (figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Youth Engagement Model 

 
 

It is important to understand that all seven factors are interlinked. For example, the nature of an NGO, i.e. 

its mission and vision, will often determine which platform it belongs on, which will again affect what actors 

are natural to cooperate with. The platform can also decide what target group an organization works with 

and therewith, what motivations and competences it needs to focus on. Moreover, the strategy and tools the 

NGO uses would also depend on the target group it aims to reach. Additionally, all these decisions will be 

influenced by the context the NGOs are situated in. 

 

Even though all factors have different influences on each other, the ‘target group’ is of extra importance as 

it is found in this study to be the underlying, decisive factor. For Danish NGOs to reach all youth and include 

them in the 2030 Agenda, they need to understand the complexity of Danish youth. Although Danish youth 

share many similarities, there are also different groups of youth that need to be addressed by different 

strategies, which is currently overlooked. This implicates that when an NGO analyzes possible strategies 

for youth engagement in the SDGs, it needs to identify its target group within youth and consequently, map 

out the influence this has on the other factors. For instance, generational differences demonstrate variations 

in motivations and competences, as Millennials will react differently to online and offline tools than 
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Generation Z. As such, NGOs need to reflect on all seven factors to make sure that their mobilization is 

optimal. However, and most importantly, they need to consider what target group they are reaching; and if 

they want to reach additional groups, they need to consider and potentially adjust the other factors in the 

model.  

 

6.3 Limitations 
This study has explored youth engagement in the SDG. The topic is delimited to the context of Denmark 

and the work by six Danish NGOs, and the research has been conducted using a Social Constructivist PoS 

and qualitative methods. The limitations of these decisions have been debated in their respective sections 

(see chapter 4); however, we find it necessary to acknowledge and discuss the limitations surrounding the 

findings of this research.  

 

Firstly, we find that the interviewed organizations have a broad definition of youth (normally: 13-29 years) 

and only distinguish between children and youth when targeting their SDG work. An unanticipated 

challenge became apparent when the youth context research showed that today’s youth is comprised of two 

generations with quite differing characteristics: Millennials and Generation Z. As this discovery was made 

late in the research process and none of the interviewees had highlighted this distinction, we have not been 

able to analyze the organizations’ youth mobilization and engagement based on this difference. However, 

we recognize that the factors studied in this paper can have differing importance depending on Millennials 

and Generation Z, for which we have presented an initial reflection. Differences within youth prove to not 

only be limited to generational differences, but to also encompass other distinctions of demographic and 

geographic nature. The NGOs do not yet have any finalized and customized SDG strategies for specific 

groups within youth. This limitation reflects the fact that youth inclusion in the SDGs is still in its initial 

phase in Denmark and the data reflects initial and comprehensive strategies. This study herewith does not 

provide in-depth knowledge of how to engage different groups of youth in the SDGs, but rather provides 

broader conclusions on what factors affect youth as a whole. 

 

Secondly, we recognize that some of our findings potentially have obstacles in relation to application in 

practice as NGOs often have few resources. For instance, an increased use of social media requires 

maintenance and knowledge in the area and can therefore be resource-consuming, especially if social media 

targeting needs to be customized to different groups. Also, the organizations that aim to target marginalized 

youth will have to find innovative ways of doing so because this is a resource-consuming task. 

 

Thirdly, in relation to the research topic focusing on how NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs, 

we identify that it is necessary to understand certain characteristics of youth. A limitation to the findings is 
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that in this research, we did not consult a large scale of youth to get a first-hand understanding of their SDG 

motivations and competences. As ‘youth’ in this study is a broad concept, a mass-scale quantitative survey 

could have been beneficial but is aside the expertise of the researchers. However, this limitation is addressed 

by choosing NGOs that work specifically with youth and have an in-depth understanding of how to work 

with youth. Additionally, theories and written documents are chosen to supplement the knowledge of youth.  

 

Lastly, an additional limitation to the findings stems from the methodological design where the primary 

source of data are interviews with NGOs considered frontrunners in the SDG youth work in Denmark. This 

leads to certain limitations to the generalizability of the findings (see section 4.3.3): 1) The study’s findings 

are to a degree limited to the context of Denmark because of the specific characteristics of the country, e.g. 

other countries have a different volunteer culture, different focus on youth and so forth. 2) The context of 

youth in Denmark is a limit as the findings will not be generalizable to other groups of society, i.e. children, 

adults or pensioners are engaged by other motivations, competences, actors and platforms. 3) The context 

of the SDGs are a limitation for generalizability as the findings might not apply to other frameworks aiming 

to engage youth. Albeit the aforementioned limitations are to be considered, we believe the findings in this 

research offer a number of significant implication and questions for future research, which will be explored 

below. 

 

6.4 Future Research 
In this paper, we aim to take a holistic approach to the initial efforts made by Danish NGO to mobilize youth 

to engage in the SDGs. The goal is to provide an overview over the different factors and strategies NGOs 

should consider in their work with the SDGs and youth. This interdisciplinary approach was chosen because 

of the academic background of the researchers within International Business and Politics (IBP). However, 

as this is an initial approach to the identified research gap, our research has created a foundation for future 

research in this topic. This section will expand on some ideas for future research that academic experts from 

IBP or other respective fields could explore.  

 

As a starting point, one could build on the research done in this paper by expanding on the model, doing 

more in-depth research on each factor and studying the link between the factors. Starting with motivations 

and competences, our research has presented an array of different motivations and competences in relation 

to youth involvement in the SDGs. However, we have not studied whether some are more important or 

common than others. Studying which motivations and competences are more important and common would 

be beneficial knowledge for NGOs when they mobilize and educate youth. It would also be interesting to 

further explore the relationship between motivations and competences we have discussed by for instance 

studying the activities of the NGOs to see whether the competences they teach are in the end motivating or 
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demotivating to youth, and more specifically what motivations or demotivations they result in. It is also 

necessary to understand the motivations and competences of different target groups to again adapt the 

strategies for mobilization.  

 

The importance of understanding the diversity of youth and distinguishing between different target groups 

is one of the important findings of this paper, but it is also one of the main limitations of the study. This 

paper concludes that in order for all youth to be included in the SDG development, NGOs need to adapt 

customized strategies to reach different groups of youth. To be able to customize strategies for the different 

groups, it is necessary to understand the specific characteristics of each group and reflect upon the factors 

presented in this paper in relation to each group. Therefore, it would be necessary to make an assessment of 

Danish youth where youth groups are formed based on generational, demographic and geographical 

differences. This would benefit from a sociological approach, where researcher could potentially use 

ethnography to obtain an in-depth understanding of their social life. In this paper, marginalized youth are 

mentioned as a group that can be difficult to mobilize in civic engagement. Due to the inferior position 

marginalized youth have, it might potentially be the group where the model will have to be adapted the 

most. Therefore, an ethnographic study, where researchers can participate in their daily world and study 

their problems and motivations, might provide the necessary knowledge. In line with the SDG principle to 

‘leave no one behind’, a study like that would be of great importance and would greatly contribute to NGOs’ 

work as it is a resource-consuming group to work with. 

 

As mentioned above, we believe it is important to have different strategies to reach different groups of youth. 

Therefore, studying more NGOs and their strategies for mobilizing youth should be conducted with a focus 

on different groups of youth to see what strategies they respond to. The two strategies found in this study 

can be used as a starting point to see what groups respond to which strategy, but the research should also be 

open to alternative strategies and potentially develop a more comprehensive selection of strategies. It would 

be interesting to categorize the different strategies into the four platforms presented in this paper as this 

could make it easier for NGOs to consider what strategy fits depending on which platform they work on. 

 

Moreover, the discussion of whether the SDGs are the optimal language to use when trying to mobilize 

youth into civic issues would be interesting to explore further. A social movement theory approach would 

be able to study why mobilization around the SDGs occurs and under which specific forms the SDGs have 

the potential to manifest as accepted norms and rules. Here, it would be especially interesting to study 

whether the SDGs as a language are optimal to manifest engagement on an individual level or whether the 

pre-existing terms such as climate change, poverty and inequality are more effective. The researchers could 
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study if individuals are more motivated by the community the SDGs provide or by being able to act on the 

specific problems relevant in their lives.  

 

Lastly, a tool that is highlighted frequently in this paper is social media. This study attributes great potential 

to social media in helping to engage youth, but the topic is also under-researched. We believe that a 

communication study would be beneficial to gain insights into user demographics on different social media 

platforms such as Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, Music.ly etc. Researchers could focus 

on examining user demographics, average traffic, and prime-time hours in order to optimize social media 

usage for NGOs. Additionally, it would also be beneficial to do a discourse analysis to understand the 

purpose of each platform. Furthermore, it would be beneficial if researchers could conduct a study to 

understand how social media influencers (SMIs) can market social movements and issues. The researchers 

could draw inspiration from marketing studies of how SMIs are utilized by businesses to market products. 

It would also be beneficial to study the perception of ‘consumers’ and ‘marketers’ regarding SMIs. This 

would be necessary to understand SMIs’ influence on the relationship of ‘consumers’ and ‘marketers’ to the 

SMIs, which will in turn aid in making the cooperation more effective. 
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7. Conclusion 
This study presents a multiple case study of six Danish NGOs and their frontrunner experiences in 

mobilizing youth to engage in the SDGs. As an interdisciplinary study, it draws on an integrated theoretical 

framework touching upon the resource mobilization approaches of NGOs, and the motivations and 

competences of youth. This is supported by a holistic literature review combining insights from the fields 

of political socialization, social movements and social media, to better understand youth engagement in 

social and political issues. A social constructivist Philosophy of Science further emphasizes the context of 

the research by including Danish society and youth culture as factors to study. With this foundation, the aim 

of this paper is to answer the following RQs: 

 
These RQs are analyzed by focusing on six themes identified in the coding process of the conducted 

interviews (see figure 7). For the main RQ, the relevant themes are identified as platforms, actors and 

networks; strategies and tools; and the Danish context. Analyzing the platforms provides a better 

understanding of the environment the NGOs are in and consequently, which actors they are likely to work 

with. It is relevant for NGOs to reflect on what actors they cooperate with because youth will be influenced 

by different actors that play different roles throughout their lives. It is therewith also relevant for NGOs to 

reflect on the effectiveness of the networks they are in. The strategy of the NGO is at the center for how 

they aim to reach youth, and tools provide the practical means to reach them through e.g. online and offline 

channels. The Danish context further situates the study and outlines the specific societal characteristics, such 

as a strong civil society, that affect the work of the NGOs. For the sub-RQ, the themes identified are 

motivation, competence, and youth culture. Motivation is relevant to study to understand youth’s interest 

and incentive to engage, as well as to understand what demotivates them. In line with this, competences are 

identified as skills that would further aid youth in engaging. Lastly, the youth culture characterizes aspects 

of youth, such as A-grader pressure and a MeMeMe focus, that NGOs need to be aware of. Throughout the 

analysis, it became apparent that the identified themes cannot be treated as independent but rather, are 

interlinked and situated in the given context of Danish society. 

 

The analysis has subsequently inspired a discussion of the what, why, when, where and who of SDG youth 

engagement. The debates and implications of these dimensions have led to a summarizing discussion of 

how Danish NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs. For a better understanding of this, a model 

was built to visualize the factors identified as relevant for NGOs (see figure 12). The model consists of 

seven factors: motivations, competences, actors, platforms, tools, strategies and target group. They are 

How can Danish NGOs mobilize youth to engage in the SDGs?

What motivations and competences do the NGOs need to focus on?
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further situated in the context of Danish society and youth culture. Importantly, all factors are interlinked. 

However, a special factor can be found in ‘target group’ as it influences all other factors by being the decisive 

factor for the NGOs’ strategy. This implicates that when an NGO analyzes possible strategies for youth 

engagement in the SDGs, it needs to identify its target group within youth and consequently, map out the 

influence this has on the other factors. For instance, generational differences demonstrate some variation in 

motivations and competences, as Millennials will react differently to online and offline tools than 

Generation Z. Therefore, although Danish youth share many similarities, NGOs need to acknowledge the 

diversity within youth and adjust their strategies for the different target groups. This study has built a 

framework to map out relevant factors for NGOs to focus on and created a model from which future research 

can conduct further in-depth studies on the specific factors and their interlinkages, with a special focus on 

the different target groups. 

 

To sum up, this paper has conducted initial research on how Danish NGOs can mobilize youth to engage in 

the SDGs by mapping out seven interlinked factors in a model. The target group is identified as especially 

important as it affects all other factors. Although it was beyond the scope of this initial research to study 

each individual group, the diversity of youth is still acknowledged as an important factor. Another point of 

importance is that the strategies built with this model need to be contextualized in the youth culture and 

Danish society. The findings visualized in the model can also be applied to other NGOs in Denmark 

engaging youth in the SDGs as they are general patterns grouped into factors that are relevant for every 

Danish NGO working in the field. By mapping out an initial framework of important factors for youth 

engagement, the model aids the NGOs in deciding what to focus on in order to engage youth in the SDGs. 

Conclusively, this paper provides a more complex understanding of how Danish NGOs can mobilize youth 

to engage in the SDGs and has done so by conducting an interdisciplinary study that provides a holistic 

contribution to the field of youth engagement. 
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Appendix 1: Overview over Interviewed Organizations 

 
  

ORGANIZATION GENERAL PURPOSE SDG RELATED ACTIVITIES Target group (age group)

ACTIONAID

With almost 70 years of experience, 
ActionAid aims to improve the life 
their target group (women and 
youth). The aim is to empower them 
to know and demand their rights to 
then build democratic and sustainable 
societies. The international ActionAid 
network spans over 40 countries.

With a focus on youth, ActionAid's 
primary SDGs engagements are their 
teaching activities. By going through 
the formal education system, the NGO 
for instance does Global Camps where 
role-playing and interactive exercises 
are used to motivate and teach youth 
in the area of SDGs.

For school activties: 7.-10. 
grade and gymnasium (13-
19 years).
For campaigning 15-30 
years (also open for other 
ages).

DRCY
(Danish Red Cross 

Youth)

As part of the Red Cross movement, 
Danish Red Cross Youth is the largest 
humanitarian youth organization in 
Denmark with more than 20.000 
members. The goal is to make young 
people create projects rather than just 
being the target group. The aim is to 
improve the daily lives of vulnerable 
children and youth.

Danish Red Cross Youth has a wide 
range of activities within the SDGs. 
Among others, they work with 
schools to engage children, they have 
a focus on the relevance of the SDGs 
to marginalized groups in Denmark as 
well as the role of volunteer-groups 
for overall civic participation in the 
SDGs.

8-30 years but differentiate 
between children (8-14) 
and youth (until 30 years)

DUF 
(Danish Youth 

Council)

DUF is an interest organization 
representing 72 chldren and youth 
organizations that engage in societal 
matters in Denmark. As an umbrella 
organization they have a diverse 
range of members such as the scouts, 
student, religious, environmental and 
political youth organizations. 

DUF has six youth delegates who are 
all engaged around SDG-related 
topics. At the same time, they have 
workshops on SDG activities for their 
members. One of their former youth 
delegates Clara Halvorsen is also the 
DUF representative in the Danish 
Panel 2030 on SDG work.

Everyone in Danish civil 
society but especially 
member in DUF's  member 
organizations (youth in 
general until 29 years).

SCOUTS

Gathering the five Danish Scout 
Associations, the Scouts have the 
mission to make children and young 
people ready for life through 
community, outdoor life and 
challenges. More than 68.000 
members are part of this organization 
which arranges camps, trips and 
activities to foster community.

The Scouts have an activity-based 
SDG focus. By incorporating the 
SDGs into the overall scout-values 
and daily work they  aim to make the 
SDGs relevant to all members. The 
Scout's Day 2018 had the SDGs as 
overarching theme. Also, they have 
published a wide range of possible 
SDG activities for children and youth.

15-25 years on Youth 
Island but other Scouts all 
ages.
Youth definition: children 
(6-16) and youth (16-30).

SSAC 
(SDG Student 
Ambassadors 
Copenhagen) 

The DTU SDG Ambassadors were 
founded because students at the 
university felt that they wanted to 
engage and teach fellow students 
about the new 2030 Agenda. The 
organization is open to students from 
all universities in Copenhagen and 
also does events open to other 
interested people.

Through workshops, discussions and 
the active involvement of study 
programmes, the DTU SDG 
Ambassadors aim to spread 
information  and mobilize students 
around the Global Goals. By making 
the SDGs relevant to students through 
e.g. a guide for SDG-related job 
searches, they directly involve 
students.

Students (18-30 years)

WORLD’S BEST 
NEWS

As an independent media platform, 
World's Best News publishes news on 
progress and solutions of the world's 
challenges since 2010. The primary 
focus is on positive news from 
developing countries. Today, there 
are sister organizations in several 
other European countries.

The SDGs are the frame of World's 
Best News. Their goal is to reach as 
many people as possible and 
communicate positive stories around 
the SDGs. This understanding of the 
Global Goals is then used to make 
readers hold governments 
accountable and motivate action of 
individuals.

0-100 years but a special 
focus on youth



Appendix 2: 
The interviews can be found as an audio file on the enclosed USB sticks in the following order: 

- Interview AA1: Elisabeth Aaskilde 

- Interview AA2: Jonathan Bunch 

- Interview DRCY1: Anja Bollerup-Jensen 

- Interview DRCY2: Mette Berents Bojesen 

- Interview DUF: Maria Stage 

- Interview Scouts: Kasper Rolle 

- Interview SSAC: Magnus Schulz 

- Interview WBN: Clara Halvorsen 

  



Appendix 3: The Interview Guide 
Questions concerning the organization’s work  

1. Please tell us what SDGs activities you have? 

1. Is your work more educational/informational or practical?   

2. What platform do you use? E.g. schools, own activities, online community etc.  

3. What age group do you work with?  

4. Did you apply the SDGs to your existing activities/work or has it been a source to do 

something new?  

5. What methods/tools do you use to engage youth? 

6. Why is it important to work with the SDGs for your organization?  

7. What makes most sense for your organization - to work with the SDGs locally or 

internationally? 

1. Why? 

8. Have you found useful information about the SDGs, or more specifically how to work with 

them?  

9. How do you measure your SDG progress? If at all.  

1. If don’t, what would make sense to measure? What would you define as 

progress?  

 

Questions concerning youth engagement  

10. How has the general response been to your SDGs activities? How has your audience reacted? 

11. What do you think motivates youth to commit to SDG work?  

12. What skills do youth need in order to work with the SDGs?  

13. What challenges do you think there are in regards to getting Danish youth to work with the 

SDGs? 

14. What difficulties have you encountered when trying to mobilize youth in SDG work? (or 

when teaching them about the SDGs) 

15. What do you/your organization see as the biggest advantage of involving youth in SDG work?  

16. What do you think is necessary to commit youth to the SDG in the sustainable/long term?  

17. In your opinion, what role does youth currently play in the SDG agenda? 

18. How involved are the youth in deciding the future of your organization’s SDG work?   

19. Do you teach members to be critical of Denmark’s SDG progress? 

 

Beyond the organization  

20. Have you collaborated with other organizations in regards to the SDGs?  

1. If yes, what did you collaborate on? And how did you find the experience/was 

the result positive?  



2. If no, why not? Do you think collaboration could be beneficial?   

21. What actors/influencers are important for engaging youth in SDG work?  

1. Why are they important? 

22. How do you use social media vs. traditional news outlets?  

23. Is there something about Danish culture/tradition that makes it easier or harder to implement 

SDGs?   

 

Conclusion 

24. In your experience, is the concept of SDGs foreign to the average Dane/ youth?  

25. If the goal was to inspire every person in Denmark to work with the SDGs - what would be 

the most effective way in an ideal world?  

26. Would you categories the SDGs as an opportunity, responsibility or challenge?  

 

Anything to add? 

  



Appendix 4: Two Independent Ways of Coding the Interviews 
 

 
 

 
  



Appendix 5: Observation Notes from Participatory Research 
Participatory Research at SSAC workshop: 

 
 
Participatory Research at Globalt Fokus workshops 

 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Participatory Research through DRCY 

 
Participatory Research at DRCY workshop for youth organizations working with SDG activities 

  

 

  



Appendix 6: SSAC’s Sustainable Communication Guide for Students 

 
 

 
 
 
  



Appendix 7: Excerpts from SDG Sprint by DRCY 

 
 
 
 



 

 


