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Abstract

Drawing on peer-to-peer interviews conducted by/with highly-engaged
Kosovar youth, this chapter considers how they make sense of their social
activism within the context of a post-war Kosovar society. In particular, we
identify how they learn about issues of social concern and take an active
role in addressing these concerns. Analysis demonstrates that traditional
institutions of socialization, personal experiences, and a strong sense of
attachment to local place are important factors motivating their social
change efforts. Furthermore, their social change efforts most often take
place in non-governmental and youth-focused organizations, which enable
but also shape the topics and nature of their social change agenda. Although
highly-engaged Kosovar youth view their social engagement as important to
building a better society, they also understood it as a means of gaining skills
and experiences advantageous in a society which is attempting to integrate
into the European Union. Finally, social change activities have important
and positive benefits on young people’s sense of self and often result in
important practical changes to their local communities.
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It has now been nearly 20 years since the end of the Serbian-Kosovo War.
An entire generation of children born in or after 1999 has no living memory
of life before the conflict. These young people have grown up in a society
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marked by intense social transformations including the introduction of
capitalist consumer economies, access to global media, persistent
interethnic animosities, and often overwhelming economic challenges
including economic underdevelopment, joblessness, and poverty. Since the
end of the Serbia-Kosovo war, state-builders and policymakers have viewed
cultivating active citizenship among young people as essential to building a
democratic state (Feltes, 2013). These policy initiatives aim to build young
people’s capacity to be active citizens and key actors in addressing the social
divides characterizing the Kosovar society.

Within the context of these societal challenges and youth-targeted policy
initiatives, this chapter considers how young people are attempting to make
a difference. We draw on peer-to-peer interviews conducted by/with
highly-engaged Kosovar youth to identify how they learn about issues of
social concern and take an active role in addressing these concerns. We
situate their experiences within the larger Kosovar context to consider how
they make sense of and practice their social change efforts. We believe that
a focus on young people’s perspectives, situated within the complex social-
cultural context of post-war Kosovo, provides a valuable angle to assess the
implementation of post-war reconstruction policies that place priority on
encouraging and cultivating active youth citizenship in Kosovo.

The chapter begins by providing an overview of the Kosovar youth
situation within the context of post-war challenges and concerns. It then
moves to a description of the study, the research process, and its main
findings. The final section of the chapter identifies the significance of our
project and points to important avenues for further exploration.

Background and Context

Kosovo is a partially-recognized independent state located in Southeastern
Europe, northeast of Albania. Kosovo was an autonomous province of Serbia
throughout the history of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. During the
dissolution of Yugoslavia, a major conflict arose in the late-1990s between
the Albanians of Kosovo and the Serbian military and militia. The basis of
the war was Serbia’s increasingly nationalistic and aggressive stance towards
Albanians under the leadership of Slobodan Milosevic, who sought to claim
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the territory of Kosovo and Serbian-ize its population, territory, and
institutions (Malcolm, 1998). After nearly a decade of non-violent resistance
by Kosovar Albanians, open fighting broke out in the late 1990s between
Serbian military and paramilitary forces and the Kosovo Liberation Army.
The war saw overwhelming destruction, including the mass killing of
Albanian civilians by the Serbian militia forces. The conflict ended in 1999
because of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) intervention, after
which Kosovo was placed under the administrative rule of the United
Nations (Clark, 2000).

From 1999 to 2008, the United Nation Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) acted
as the main institution to deal with post-war challenges, directing various
state-building efforts, which included establishing the main institutions of
state governance (Feltes, 2013). In 2008, when Kosovo declared
independence from Serbia, the United Nations steadily transitioned out of
the country, handing over some supervisory authority to the European
Union (EU). With a mandate to 2020, the European Union Rule of Law
Mission in Kosovo (EULEX) monitors Kosovo’s legal system, acting as a
corruption watchdog and providing assistance to specific institutions of
Kosovo's legal system (EULEX, n.d.). A central goal of the post-war
reconstruction efforts has been the eventual integration of Kosovo into the
European Union. Its succession into the European Union requires that it
harmonizes policies, legislation, and procedural operations of its
government institutions with EU standards and best practices.
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Figure 1. Map of Kosovo
Source: https: //legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/cial6 /kosovo _sm_2016.gif

Currently, Kosovo's legitimacy is contested both internationally and
locally. The country has yet to be recognized by all UN or EU member
states, and in different parts of the country, primarily the northern area
of Mitrovica, many Serbian residents do not recognize Kosovo as an
independent country (Clark, 2000). Its succession into the European Union is
opposed by European Union member states, including Greece and Spain, and
furiously opposed by Serbia. As such, Kosovo remains a contested territory
and an unsettled state (Krasniqi, 2013).

In addition to its territorial disputes, the country also faces significant
social and economic challenges, including high levels of nepotism, economic
underdevelopment, enduring structural unemployment and poverty, limited
social protection systems (i.e., unemployment insurance, pension programs,
healthcare, work condition regulations), as well as poor and uneven
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educational infrastructure (Feltes, 2013; Gjinovci, 2016; Gjocaj, 2016; Kosovo
Agency of Statistics, 2017; UNDP Kosovo, 2017). A central challenge also
remains building an inclusive society, as interethnic animosities and
segregation, and concern over minority rights and the status of women in
society persists (Clark, 2000).

The Youth Situation in Kosovo

Kosovo is among the youngest countries in Europe, with an average age of
30.2 years (Kosovo Agency of Statistics, 2017). In 2011, ninety-one percent
of Kosovo’s residents were ethnically Albanian, 3.4% Serbian, and 5.6%
members of the Bosnian, Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptian (RAE), or Turkish
communities (Kosovo Agency of Statistics, 2017). Most Kosovar youth,
particularly young Albanians, identify as Muslim. Kosovo is also
characterized by a substantial percentage of its population living in poverty.
Drawing on official statistics collected by the Kosovo Agency of Statistics,
Gjocaj (2016) reports that most Kosovar families are financially insecure, with
about 30% of Kosovars living in relative poverty and 8.2% living in extreme
poverty.

In 2012, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and IDRA Research & Consulting
(Pasha, Xhangolli, Dundo, Gjokuta, Tahiri, & Lena, 2012) released a report
examining young Kosovars’ attitudes and life orientations. Utilizing surveys
and focus groups, the study points to important features of young Kosovars’
current social and cultural situation. The study’s focus on Albanian and
Serbian Kosovar youth limits our capacity to generalize about the life
situations of RAE, Bosnian, and Turkish youth, whose histories, conditions,
and positions in society as ethnic minorities are unique.

In terms of general cultural orientations, Pasha et al. (2012) reveal that
Kosovar youth remain conservative and traditional. This can be observed
in their stance toward family and marriage. A strong familialism pervades:
most young Kosovars place very strong trust in their families (compared
to their mistrust of other social institutions, such as the government) and
reside for a comparatively long time in their parents’ household, usually until
they themselves marry. Parents are actively involved in shaping children’s
life decisions, including the selection of marriage partners and educational
and career pathways. Furthermore, the study illustrates that fathers play a
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central role when deciding children’s career and educational decisions, while
mothers remain “consultants of day-to-day, ‘softer’ issues” (Pasha et al., 2012,
p. 13), suggesting enduring patriarchal elements of contemporary Kosovar
family life.

The report also demonstrates entrenched attitudes of suspicion and
animosity between different ethnic and religious groups. Albanian and
Serbian Kosovar youth, who continue to live in segregated neighborhoods
and cities, express significant mistrust of each other, and young Albanian
and Serbian Kosovars' attitudes toward RAE, Turks, and Bosnians are
characterized by mistrust and prejudice. Across these ethnic and religious
divisions, however, the report documents that Kosovar youth are remarkably
united over their high educational aspirations and their desire to access
European and North American educational institutions. Kosovar youth, in
general, express very strong support for Kosovo's integration into the
European Union, which translates to them free movement and access to
educational, cultural, and economic resources (Pasha et al., 2012).

Despite these educational and cultural aspirations, for many young
Kosovars the promise of education and the desires for a European
consumer-citizen life are frustrated by restricted travel. Unlike many of their
European youth counterparts who enjoy unrestricted travel throughout
Europe as members of the European Union, Kosovars are subject to strict
visa regulations. Furthermore, the prospect of joblessness remains a
persistent source of anxiety and despair, contributing to a strong desire
among young people to live abroad (Cani, 2015; Tahiri, 2014). For example, in
the first months of 2015, tens of thousands of Kosovars, mainly young people,
crossed illegally into European Union countries via Serbia and Hungary to
seek asylum in Germany. Most applicants were determined to be economic
migrants—not refugees—and were denied asylum. The “exodus” of Kosovars
was a symptom of the frustration and despair caused by joblessness and
limited opportunities (Cani, 2015).

Ibrahim Berisha, a leading Kosovar sociologist, summarizes the current
situation of many young people in Kosovo:

After a difficult period, Kosova’s society is in a period of
reconstruction, attempting to integrate itself into international
financial, political, and cultural institutions. However, this
integration, although it seems to offer hope, has not produced the
results that citizens would like.... The failure of current policies to
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create more social equality has made young people cynical. Most
young people want to leave Kosova, looking to the global job market
as an opportunity to build a future. But success in the global market
requires investment and change of the education system. (Berisha &
Kunushevci, 2017, para. 18-19)

In sum, our short sketch of the youth situation in Kosovo demonstrates that
young Kosovars are confronted with the contradictions of being exposed to
a globalizing youth culture, the promise of EU integration (with the types
of opportunities this may provide), and the very real structural realities that
shape their daily lives and restrict their possibilities. Although conservative
yet increasingly global (and perhaps “European”) in their orientations,
desires, and consumption practices, their lives remain largely local: shaped
by restricted travel, limited social resources and opportunities, poorly
functioning state institutions, social inequality, interethnic animosities, and
deeply entrenched nepotism.

Kosovar Youth and the Promotion of Active Citizenship

Since the end of the Serbia-Kosovo war, young people have figured centrally
in the construction of a new Kosovar state. State-builders and policymakers
have viewed cultivating active citizenship among young people as central
to building a viable democratic state. The promotion of active citizenship
among Kosovar youth has been encouraged and supported by the
international community (especially the European Union), an array of
government-sponsored policy initiatives, and the efforts of many youth-
focused civil society organizations, all of which have come to characterize
the social landscape of post-war Kosovo (Feltes, 2013). Two policy initiatives
illustrate the centrality of cultivating active citizenship among youth as a
tool in post-war reconstruction: the adoption of the Law on Empowerment
and Participation of Youth (Republic of Kosovo, 2009) and the development
of a four-year youth strategy titled Kosovo Strategy for Youth, 2013-2017
(Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport, 2013).

On October 19, 2009, the Kosovar government adopted the Law on
Empowerment and Participation of Youth (hereafter the Law), which makes
youth participation mandatory for policy decisions in the fields of education,
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employment, public health, environment, spatial planning, and rural
development (Republic of Kosovo, 2009). Among others, the Law considers
the construction and operation of municipal youth centers as important
nodes to achieving youth participation. Local youth centers are intended
to provide a space for youth to socialize and access various activities and
services, such as professional support for health and psychosocial issues,
and any relevant trainings (Republic of Kosovo, 2009).

The Kosovo Youth Strategic Action Plan 2013-2017 (hereafter the Action
Plan) aims to improve the general situation of Kosovo youth and align the
country’s youth sector policy priorities with European and international
standards (Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport, 2013). Its vision is to
encourage

young men and women of Kosovo to become active, healthy,
educated citizens, who enjoy a good and qualitative life and prepare
to face all challenges of life as responsible members of local, regional,
European and world community. (Ministry of Culture, Youth and
Sport, 2013, p. 18)

A specific objective targets youth participation in decision-making processes
by encouraging greater involvement of young people in sectorial policy-
making which directly affects the youth. Among other priorities, the strategy
also seeks to promote active citizenship in the form of volunteerism as a
key route to interethnic interaction, reconciliation, and social integration
(Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport, 2013).

Thus, European integration remains a key driver of state-building efforts
in Kosovo, and policy documents frame young Kosovars as essential to the
construction of the new European state. Young people are presented as
the central sites of intervention toward which social resources should be
directed to build their capacity to be active citizens and key actors in
addressing the social divides characterizing Kosovar society. However, while
the existence of these laws and initiatives are important, their
implementation has been uneven. Feltes (2013), who offers the most
thorough study on the issue, demonstrates that post-war policy frameworks
dedicated to enhancing youth participation have achieved a certain degree
of success: 83% of the young people he surveyed felt that they had better
opportunities for social and political engagement than before the war.
However, he concludes that youth organizations remain largely influenced
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by political parties and the international community. As a result, an
independent youth sector that pays clear attention to the concrete concerns
of young people themselves is yet to exist.

Our Study

Despite often overwhelming societal challenges, many young Kosovars are
actively involved in addressing social concerns. These young people engage
in civic and social life and want to contribute to healing their society after
the violent events they and their families have experienced. This study seeks
to understand how highly-engaged Kosovar youth learn about issues of
social concern and take an active role in addressing these concerns. A focus
on young people’s perspectives provides an important vantage point to
assess further the implementation of post-war reconstruction policies that
have placed priority on youth active citizenship in Kosovo.

Our exploration of the motivations and activities of highly-engaged
Kosovar youth was part of the larger research project entitled “Pedagogies of
Repair and Reconciliation: The Embodied Praxis of Youth Civic Engagement”
This project, which we referred to as the Tikkun Youth Project, was a three-
year study that explored how highly-engaged youth across three countries
(Canada, Kosovo, and South Africa) became aware of social injustices and
sought opportunities for social change. The project wanted to highlight how
the youth’s knowledge of social injustices translated into embodied, lived
experiencesof their activism. The project sought to use these insights to
inform youth-led action projects that would help to identify and address
ongoing social concerns.

The Tikkun Youth Project, as described in the introductory chapter, was
organized around the concept of Tikkun Olam, an ancient Hebrew
theological phrase meaning “healing the world” As Daniel and Antoniw (2016)
explain, in its current practical and philosophical meaning, Tikkun Olam
underscores the centrality of the actions of humans in the repair, healing,
and reconciliation of social injustices. The phrase was used as a way of
suggesting that humanity has a shared ethical responsibility to heal and
transform the world. Despite the variances among participants and research
sites, the notion of Tikkun Olam served as the inspiration for the
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researchers, youth activists, and community organizations to explore how
young people were working for social justice, human dignity, and
reconciliation in their specific communities.

As an analytical framework for making sense of young activists in Kosovo,
we applied the “everyday network of youth politics” approach developed by
Baczewska, Cachon, Daniel, and Selimos (2018) as part of the Tikkun Youth
Project. This analytical framework is based on several propositions. First, it
suggests that in understanding the engagement strategies of contemporary
social change-oriented youth, “the distinction between formal and informal
political engagement is becoming increasingly more difficult to sustain”
(Baczewska et al., 2018, p. 291). While traditional arenas of socialization,
such as the school and political parties, remain important to shaping young
people’s activities, young people are also engaging in what Giddens (1991)
calls life politics—non-formalized ways of doing politics that involve lifestyle
choices coalescing around broad-based social justice initiatives. Moreover,
the analytical framework emphasizes the paradox that young people, due to
the restriction placed on their lives, are also bound to a specific territorial
location yet increasingly de-territorialized due to their access to information
technologies and social media. Thus, their political activism is both
local-shaped by the opportunities and restriction afforded in their local
environments—as well as networked globally. Finally, the analytical
framework suggests examining the strategic nature of young people’s
political and social engagements—their willingness to work through both
formal and informal avenues to achieve their social change agendas.1

Methodologically, the larger project adopted a participatory approach to
youth research in which young people actively participated as youth
researchers under the guidance of university-based research experts. In
participatory approaches, researchers collaboratively design projects that
involve young people as co-researchers in various aspects of the research
process, including project design, instrument design, data collection, and
data analysis (Heath & Walker, 2012). A participatory approach to youth
research was adopted for several reasons. First, participatory research is
reflexive about power relations between adults and youth, pays attention to
how research contributes to the construction of dominant representations
of young people, and explores how these representations inform the types of
youth-oriented policies possible (Lesko, 1996). Second, although some raise
concerns that incorporating youth co-researchers into the research process
compromises the trustworthiness and validity of data (Sharpe, 2012), others
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have demonstrated that with adequate training and preparation, youth co-
researchers can access experiences and perspectives unavailable to adults,
thereby improving the overall quality of data collected (Schubotz, 2012;
Sharpe, 2012). Finally, incorporating youth as co-researchers provides a
space where young people can build confidence and develop important skills
(Schubotz, 2012).

Within this larger conceptual and methodological framework, each
research site was encouraged to adapt their approach to fit the specific
context of their work. This flexibility allowed each research team to
negotiate practically about the contextual features of their research site,
but remain committed to the conceptual, methodological, and ethical
components of the larger study. The notion of “flexibility within structure”
aligns with Sharpe’s (2012) insistence on the need to adopt flexible
approaches to participatory research which holds that the level of youth
participation may vary from step-to-step. It may not be necessary, possible,
or desirable for young people to be involved in choosing the research topic
and/or designing its overall objectives and the researcher may also wish to
retain more control over data analysis procedures. This flexible approach is
common in participatory research practices (McIntyre, 2008).

In Kosovo, we adopted a peer-to-peer interviewing approach in which five
youth researchers were identified and trained to conduct semi-structured
qualitative interviews with their highly-engaged peers. Youth researchers
were active in various projects, clubs, and youth centers in their cities and
were chosen for this project because of their previous experience with social
activism activities. The youth researchers were themselves highly-engaged
youth activists, although they varied in many aspects of their lives and
engagement activities. Three females and two males between the ages of 18
and 21 years old participated in the project as youth researchers. One male
was from the capital city Pristina, and the other male is from Prizren, the
second largest city in Kosovo. Two females were from the divided northern
city of Mitrovica, and the third female was from Rahovec, a mid-sized city
located in southwest Kosovo. Youth researchers were involved in a variety
of activities, such as advocating for gender equality, RAE rights, the social
inclusion of children with Down Syndrome and other disabilities, interethnic
reconciliation, and youth participation. In many ways, the youth researchers
represented the social, cultural, and regional diversity of young people in
Kosovo more generally.

To prepare for interviews, youth researchers participated in approximately
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twelve hours of training meant to orient them to the larger project. Training
sessions involved explaining the goals of the project, acquainting youth
researchers with effective interview techniques, and familiarizing them with
the standards of ethical social research. An important component of the
training sessions was dedicated to collaboratively reviewing and revising
the initial interview guide. An initial draft interview guide was presented to
the youth researchers who were asked to suggest revisions. The resulting
interview guide was divided into two main parts. The first part included
questions that aimed to map the personal background of the interviewee,
including questions about their family, school experiences, friendships,
leisure activities, and community life. The goal of these initial questions was
to get a sense of how interview participants understood themselves, their
social world, and ordinary ways in which they engage in day-to-day life.
In the second part of the interview, specific questions were asked about
their perspectives and practices of social activism. After completing the
training and developing the interview guide, each youth researcher was then
responsible for conducting two initial tape-recorded interviews with peers
involved in various social activism activities. Interview participants were
recruited by youth researchers through their networks. Each participant was
informed of the scope of the research and their rights as voluntary research
participants. Participants were then asked to sign a consent form.

After youth researchers completed these two initial interviews, the
research team gathered to reflect on their experiences. Our conversation
was divided into three main components. First, youth researchers were
asked to reflect generally on their experiences of the initial interviews.
Second, our conversation focused on specific analytical questions. Youth
researchers were asked to discuss the following topics: the demographic
characteristics of their interview participants (i.e., age, ethnicity, city/region
where they lived); the range of activities interview participants were involved
in; the participants’ motivations to be engaged and impacts of their
engagement; the ongoing community needs as identified by the participants;
and the potential inconsistencies or limitations in the received information.
The research team took detailed discussion notes on the conversation and
developed preliminary themes addressing the main research questions of
the project. Third, we used the insights generated during the discussion
session to revise or refine the interview guide. Following this initial meeting
and the second revision to the interview guides, youth researchers were
then responsible for completing three more interviews.
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All interviews were then transcribed verbatim in the language (Albanian,
Serbian, or English) in which the interview was originally conducted and
then translated into English if needed. In total, twenty-four in-depth
interviews were conducted by the youth researchers. Interview participants
ranged in age from 17 to 24 years old. Thirteen males and eleven females were
interviewed, and they came from various regions throughout the country,
with 71% residing in urban areas. All participants were chosen by the youth
researchers based on the participants’ social activism activities and their
desire to make a difference in their communities. Participants were Albanian
(n=16), Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian (n=4), Serbian (n=3), and Bosniak (n=1).
Interviews lasted around one hour.

The adult researchers and facilitators for the Kosovo site (Ereblir Kadriu,
Erwin Dimitri Selimos, and Janet Balyeat) analyzed the English versions of
the interview transcripts and developed themes to describe interview
participants’ social engagement activities and experiences. Through our
analysis, we developed a list of preliminary findings which were written as
detailed analytical memoranda. We then met with the youth researchers and
presented to them the analytical memoranda and initial findings. Adapting
Frisina’s (2010) “back-talk focus group” format, we asked the youth
researchers to agree, disagree, and/or qualify our conclusions and insights.
In their responses, we probed specifically for how their own experiences as
highly-engaged activists related to the insights documented in the analytical
memoranda. The inclusion of the youth researchers’ own engagement
experiences through their “back-talk” added a level of youth participation
in the analysis process and additional empirical detail and richness to
complement interview insights.

Findings

How do highly-engaged Kosovar youth learn about issues of social concern
and take an active role in addressing these concerns? What motivates their
involvement and what impact does it have on them as individuals as well
as the larger society? In what follows, we organize our findings into the
following sections: Motivations to Get Involved; Ways of Learning About
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Initiatives; Places of Engagement; and Benefits, Risks, and Impact of
Engagement.

Motivations to Get Involved

Highly-engaged youth demonstrated an interest in a range of issues and
activities, including the promotion of gender equality, human and minority
rights promotion, sexual health promotion, the inclusion of people with
disabilities, interethnic reconciliation and peace-building, social integration
of the RAE communities, anti-discrimination programs, and educational
improvement.

Participants cited deep personal tragedies and experiences as primary
motivations that compelled them to join existing organizations, campaigns,
or initiatives that addressed issues of social justice. For example, Donika,
a young activist, connected her participation in interethnic reconciliation
and peace-building to a confluence of personal experiences, including
witnessing the destruction of war, losing friends because of the politicization
of ethnicity during the war, and her experiences as a refugee in Europe,
where she felt firsthand the effects of social and racial stigmatization. When
she returned to Kosovo, Donika dedicated herself to reconciliation efforts
between Serbs and Albanians because, as she tells us, “I did not want other
kids from Kosovo to experience what I experienced”

Participants also remarked that their deep personal attachments to local
communities motivated them to look for opportunities to improve the
conditions of local life. For instance, when asked what motivated him to
become a social activist, Jon, an 18-year-old from the ethnically-divided
northern city Mitrovica, responded that he wanted “to see the city better,
to see the city [that has] suffered in the war, has suffered in the past ... [In]
history Mitrovica was a ‘big place’ ... but it became a dark place. So, I really
want to see this place a bit brighter ... Maybe I might have something this
city needs.”

Participants also expressed several pragmatic considerations when asked
what motivated their social engagement activities. These interests were not
related to concerns about social injustices, but rather emerged from a desire
for self-development. For example, some participants chose to volunteer
because they wanted to gain work experience, enhance their resumes, and
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develop new competencies and skills that would improve their prospects
in a highly competitive society that lacks opportunities for young people.
For others, being involved in social engagement activities was a way to have
fun: they could spend time with friends, make new friends, and learn new
things. A very important factor in motivating participation cited by many
young people was that available trainings and programs often offered young
people the ability to travel throughout Europe—an important motivating
factor given that Kosovars continue to experience significant travel and visa
restrictions.

Ways of Learning About Initiatives

These young people learned about potential opportunities from friends,
during informal and formal school presentations made by Civil Society
Organizations, official public campaigns, or through acquaintances they
knew from previous events or initiatives in which they participated. For
example, Pajtim became involved in the Young Men’s Initiative after being
introduced to the project during a presentation at school.? He “liked their
ideas” and joined several workshops as a participant. Inspired by the things
that he learned, he now works three hours a week with the organization as
a project coordinator where he assists with various outreach initiatives and
workshops, including anti-homophobia campaigns, educating young people
about family-based violence, and the ways in which young men could
express “their feelings in an easier way.” During his interview, he reflected on
how he sees his work on gender equality as part of a larger process of social
change in Kosovo:

Our society has learned to do what our elders did. They basically told
us what to do and we followed their orders ... We are trying to figure
out our way. We are following some rules ... we don't even know who
invented them, or that are written somewhere. When we stop and
think, we are offending someone or they bring no good.

Many participants echoed Pajtim by stating that involvement in one initiative
encouraged or snowballed into more initiatives. Through exposure to one
issue, some became aware of and interested in additional social issues. Their
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involvement connected them to people, either peers or older persons, and
organizations through which they received information about additional
opportunities. The ongoing participation in different national and
international social activities and projects led to the development of an
identity as a civically engaged and socially responsible young person in
Kosovo.

Family practices and parental support, especially around attitudes toward
gender, were very important in shaping young people’s motivations and
social activism. Most participants spoke about how their parents were
supportive of their social activities and argued that this was not the case
for many other young people in Kosovo. One of our youth researchers,
herself highly active in interethnic reconciliation and a director of a Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO) that has been working to promote youth
civic engagement and volunteerism, suggested that her outreach
experiences revealed that many parents in rural areas, who often adhere
to more traditional attitudes toward male and female roles, are reluctant
to allow their daughters to “create friendships or go in some activities”
This contrasts with another interview participant, a member of the Bosnian
community living in Northern Mitrovica, whose parents were very
supportive of her involvement in interethnic reconciliation efforts and
escorted her weekly from Northern Mitrovica to attend conferences and
workshops outside the city.

High schools were identified as a major pathway to learning about highly
engaging projects, activities, or initiatives. Participants cited presentations
and trainings done in their schools conducted by organizations such as
the Red Cross (which included First Aid training, and information trainings
about STDs and AIDS), Be a Man Clubs (an initiative originally funded by
the CARE International Network), and Peer Education Network, which also
trains youth about sexual reproductive health as well as safe and healthy
sexual behaviors. In this way, schools enabled social and civic youth activism
by being the distributer of the information, as well as the place for young
people to meet and attend different workshops and trainings organized by
non-governmental and youth organizations.
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Places of Engagement

Conversations with highly-engaged youth revealed that a clear majority of
young people’s social change efforts took place in non-governmental
organizations and/or youth organizations. Some participants were in fact
leading representatives of these civil society organizations. A nexus of
international and local organizations provided spaces and activities that
young people could become engaged in. The issues or concern of focus were,
therefore, not necessarily what the youth felt were most important issues in
their communities. Instead, funding, often from international organizations
and governments, drove these types of actions. However, in some cases
young people used these organizations to design and create their own
initiatives, actions, and activities.

What seemed to emerge in our conversations with highly-engaged youth
was the perception that they were part of a loose network of active young
people, evidenced by concerns expressed by some that “in every training
[the] same people participate, not different people. New people don't join
us” Conversations also revealed that many highly-engaged youth developed
an identity as “active youth” in contradistinction to the passive or apathetic
youth of Kosovo, which were characterized by our participants as
constituting most young people in Kosovo. Most of our participants
differentiated themselves from their fellow peers. They tended to see
themselves as active, while depicting most young people as disengaged or
even apathetic. They provided different reasons for the assumed passivity of
other young people: some blamed young people who they thought did not
care, had no hope, or were more concerned with having fun or being popular,
and others suggested that adults and the government ignored young people’s
ideas or did not do enough to reach out and learn from them.

Benefits, Risks, and Impacts of Engagement

Participants identified many positive benefits of their social activism. Their
involvement was important in their own self-development and enhanced
their perspectives. Involvement gave them an opportunity to learn new
things and travel to places outside of Kosovo to attend study visits and
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conferences. Other participants reported on the positive benefit of building
their resumes and advancing their credentials. On a more affective level,
social activism made many young people feel better about themselves. Their
involvement improved their self-esteem and self-respect. Working jointly
on projects made some of them feel more connected to their friends and
colleagues. This sense of accomplishment and human connectedness is
summarized by one of our youth researchers who told us that just seeing the
“smiles from children of different people from different ethnic backgrounds”
during workshops on interethnic reconciliation justified her efforts. Such an
image provided a sense of hope within a societal context characterized by
many difficult social and political challenges.

Young activists pointed to positive community changes engendered by
their activities. In Mitrovica, for example, a group of young people did a study
of what their community needed, and one identified a need for public toilets
in the city. They petitioned the municipality and as a result, there are now
two public toilets in the city which are maintained by municipal finances.
In Prishtina, several young men from the Be a Man Club organized a public
cooking activity in the city center in which boys cooked food publicly in
the city square and gave it away for free to any passerby. The initiative was
designed to encourage discussion about changing gender roles in society
and, specifically, to create dialogue about conceptions of masculinity.
According to one youth activist involved in the cook-in, many men
approached them and questioned why they were performing women’s work.
This opened an opportunity for a discussion about gender equality. One
participant who is highly active in promoting the rights of RAE communities
spoke of establishing a radio station specifically for the RAE communities
living in the municipality of Gjakova. This initiative was meant to address the
fact that many RAE members cannot read and/or are hesitant to approach
government officials due to a long history of discrimination and abuse. As
such, the radio station was designed specifically to educate the RAE
community of their legal rights and to act as an essential source of
information about various programs, activities, and services.3

Although attempting to address social issues had important positive
impacts on both young people personally and on their communities, being
active, especially around controversial topics and issues, was risky and led to
criticism from other people. Some young people spoke about being teased
or criticized for their activities in ways that were meant to disparage their
efforts, beliefs, and goals. For example, one young female Albanian activist,
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who at the time of our conversation had been active in interethnic
reconciliation in Mitrovica, spoke about being criticized by her Albanian
peers for speaking Serbian (she is fluent in Serbian) with Serbian peers. One
time, she was accused of being Serbian, which was intended as a threatening
and disparaging comment:

I speak Serbian fluently and in trainings when I talk to Serbs, my friends
usually say to me, “Why do you speak Serbian? Where did you learned it?”
[Interviewer: Do they say it in a mean way?] Sometimes, yes. [ know also of
some of my friends being asked, “Why do you cooperate with Roma people
or other ethnicities?”

A common point of discussion in our conversations was the sense among
many young activists of the overwhelming number of social needs that have
to be addressed in Kosovo. Several spoke of the need to get other people
involved in various initiatives and to increase the number of young people
instead of only including those who have already been participating. Others
spoke of the need for educational campaigns to increase people’s knowledge
of human rights, to educate people about domestic violence, and to inform
people about the struggles of people living with disabilities in Kosovo.

In sum, traditional institutions of socialization, such as families and
schools, remain important in enabling young people’s social engagement. A
strong sense of attachment and identification with local places, like their
neighborhood, city, or town, emerged as an important factor underpinning
their desire to address social issues. Participants also expressed a mix of
social-ethical and instrumental reasons for their engagement. Social
engagement was viewed as important to “building a better society,” but
also as a means of gaining skills and experiences advantageous in a society
attempting to reconstruct and integrate itself into international financial,
political, and cultural institutions, namely the European Union. Their social
change efforts most often took place in non-governmental organizations
and youth organizations, frequently funded by international organizations.
These organizations enabled their engagement by introducing youth to new
issues and providing them with initiatives to get involved in addressing them.
Through doing so, these organizations also shaped the topics and nature of
the youth social engagement agenda. Finally, their social change activities
had important benefits on their sense of self and often resulted in practical
changes to their local communities.
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Concluding Remarks

Our exploratory research points to interesting questions that we believe
deserve further exploration and analysis. First, non-governmental and youth
organizations are critical in shaping young people’s engagement activities,
including the very types of issues they attempt to address because funding
arrangements and organizational missions often drive programing. While
highly-engaged youth are often committed to addressing the issues and
concerns identified by these organizations and advocate through and within
these organizations, there is still a need to explore the extent to which
young people themselves participate in setting the agenda and how this
participation might vary based on organizational setting. Furthermore, few
interview participants spoke about participating in policy-decisions through
government-sponsored youth centers. This could be an issue of sampling,
but the relative absence of this experience may also point to the ineffective
implementation of youth participation rights as articulated in official
Kosovar laws (see Feltes, 2013).

Second, highly-engaged youth suggest that families have a significant
impact on accessing programs and initiatives. This is not surprising given
the enduring influence of familialism in Kosovo. However, there are many
questions that warrant more research, and these include exploration of
factors which explain families’ reluctance to allow their children to
participate in these initiatives. As noted earlier, an important social
distinction in Kosovo is between the rural and urban folk. These distinctions
are often framed through explicit value distinctions—rural lifestyles tend to
be more conservative, traditional, and religious, while urban lifestyles were
more progressive “European” and cosmopolitan. Many of these programs
and initiatives articulate liberal social change agendas and are targeted to
specific cultural issues, like gender equality or interethnic prejudice
reduction. To what extent are the identified issues of participation the result
of a collision of differing value orientations?

Third, and related to the point above, our conversations reveal what
appears to be networks of inclusion and exclusion with respect to young
people’s participation in social initiatives. Participants spoke about their
impressions that “in every training [the] same people participate, not
different people. New people don't join us” Such comments suggest that
participation is being confined to a loosely-structured network of young
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people. Given the EU integration thrust and value-sets of these programs,
this raises the question of the extent to which this uneven participation
reproduces social distinctions among youth. Even more, does this uneven
participation reproduce inequalities through an unequal distribution of
social and cultural capital? Are certain youth being “left behind” as Kosovar
society attempts to reconstruct and integrate itself into international
financial, political, and cultural institutions, namely the European Union?

Future research should examine young people’s participatory experiences
in non-governmental youth-focused organizations, consider the degree of
participatory influence they have in shaping the agenda and activities of
these organizations, and document the processes of implementing youth
participation in policy decisions as outlined by Kosovar laws. This research
should also consider the unequal impact that participation may have on
youth and consider practical strategies to enhance youth participation in the
third sector. Such research would provide valuable information that could be
used to enhance the effectiveness of the youth sector in Kosovo.
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