
Youth, 
and the Polycrisis



Click here to read the full report

This presentation provides

an overview of the report 

«Youth, Protests and the Polycrisis»
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https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/youth-protests
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/youth-protests


students 

and young
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concern

hope

Youth activism reveals the gap between 

youth aspirations and the combination of 

crises – or ‘polycrisis’ – facing the world. 

Protests can turn to unrest, and demonstrators 

may face violent repression. 

At the same time, young people’s activism is an 

expression of their agency to demand change 

and to present solutions. 

We wanted to explore how and why young 

people are protesting, and what will drive future 

activism. We found that youth protests can play 

an important role in the construction of better 

futures. Activists and policymakers should take 

measures to harness this potential.
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1. 

Young people prefer informal political 

engagement – such as through protests 

and direct action – and various factors 

drive their activism.

2. 

Young people use various methods 

in protests, often combining online 

and offline actions. 

3. 

Youth participation can mean 

more peaceful and inclusive protests

– but even non-violent action faces 

repression by authorities. 

4. 

Young people contribute to protest 

impact and social change, but this does 

not always lead to direct gains for them.

5. 

Past protest levels, rising food prices, 

declining satisfaction with life and 

increasing urbanization suggest that 

demonstrations and youth participation 

in them will continue to rise.

6. 

Young people wish to become more 

proactive protestors, relying on 

peaceful methods and enjoying greater 

recognition for their positive role.



human right

People gather in public spaces to protest: 

in marches, demonstrations, sit-ins or parades. 

The goal is to express their views and attract the 

attention of the authorities, the media and others.

Non-violent protests are a type of peaceful 

assembly. Children – individuals under 18 years 

of age – have the right to freedom of peaceful 

assembly, according to the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. The International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights gives all human 

beings the same right.
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https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention
https://www.refworld.org/legal/agreements/unga/1966/en/17703
https://www.refworld.org/legal/agreements/unga/1966/en/17703


Emerging 

trends in youth



informal 
political engagement

Source: Morrison and Tyree (2018).

Percentage of people interested in informal politics,

from surveys in the 2000s compared with 2017

People of different generations continue to be 

interested in politics, but youth have become 

increasingly frustrated with democracy – and 

some choose to exercise their citizenship in 

different ways.

Young people prefer informal means

of political participation, such as protests, 

petitions or boycotts, rather than formal ones, 

such as being a member of a political party or 

voting in elections. 

The way that young people participate in protests 

can help us understand their political aspirations.
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https://orbmedia.org/generation-activist-data
https://www.cam.ac.uk/system/files/youth_and_satisfaction_with_democracy.pdf
https://orbmedia.org/generation-activist-data


young 

people and students 

at the forefront 

Youth front-line participation by campaign onset year, 1990–2019 
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Protests, measured as individual events

or as larger mobilizations aiming to change 

the government (“mass campaigns” or “mass 

protests”), have increased in the past 20 years.

Youth and students are also protesting more, 

and youth participation and leadership in mass 

campaigns have grown since 1990. In more than 

80% of these campaigns, youth made up at least 

25% of participants. Source: USIP (2023).

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2021/11/05/Forecasting-Social-Unrest-A-Machine-Learning-Approach-504350
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/760088
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/760088
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-88513-7
https://www.usip.org/programs/youth-and-lgbtq-nonviolent-action-wire-data-set
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00ZSDF.pdf
https://www.usip.org/programs/youth-and-lgbtq-nonviolent-action-wire-data-set


factors

concerns
Cultural values Political 

opportunities 

Structural factors 
(such as urbanization levels)

Resources available 

to protestors 
(human, financial, organizational)

Individual characteristics 
(such as education level)

Many factors can contribute to protests:
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-political-science/article/abs/emancipative-values-and-nonviolent-protest-the-importance-of-ecological-effects/95CE8458ECC986FF038DD56249578294
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w31617/w31617.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w31617/w31617.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0010414018758761


Discrimination on the 

basis of gender, sexual 

orientation or race

Democracy

Other youth-related issues, such as 

education, work and living conditions

Environmental issues, 

particularly climate change 

1111

The economic, social and political 

marginalization of young people could 

explain recent youth activism. Some of 

the main concerns driving young people 

to the streets are:
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https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-319-58250-4
https://www.cairn.info/geopolitique-de-la-jeunesse--9791031804712.htm


global issues 
and international 
collaboration 
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Young people have contributed to this 

global reach of protests through 

international efforts and collaboration. 

It has become more common for social 

movements to organize international 

networks, increasing the number of 

protests on global issues, such as climate 

action or fighting racism. While people 

are more likely to protest on local events, 

local concerns can also spark 

movements across borders. 
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https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9780429297632/social-movements-1768-2018-charles-tilly-ernesto-casta%C3%B1eda-lesley-wood


Online and offline engagement are linked – digital 

efforts can support and complement in-person 

activism. Protestors increasingly turn to digital 

action to mobilize quickly, share information, avoid 

repression and lower the costs of events. 

But online mobilization also has its dangers, and 

may worsen digital gaps, lead to surveillance, and 

harm marginalized groups. 

Young people play an important role in using 

different protest methods, including digital tools. 

Creativity and innovation contribute to more

impactful activism, and young people have helped 

to make civic action more flexible, fast and diverse.

protests

combining online 

and offline actions 

In Thailand in 2020, protestors used social media to put 

decisions to a vote and to inform members about the 

whereabouts of the police.

→ Read more here
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https://www.unicef.org/media/72436/file/Digital-civic-engagement-by-young-people-2020_4.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1369118X.2013.868019
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/soc4.12465
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14742837.2021.1967125
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54626271


more peaceful 

activism

Source: Chenoweth (2020)

Number of non-violent and violent campaigns, 1900–2019

Overall, protests and mass campaigns 

have become less violent over time. 14
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https://muse.jhu.edu/article/760088
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/760088


Most protests involving youth are peaceful. In mass 

campaigns globally, student and youth participation

decreased the chances that protests would turn 

violent. In Latin America, researchers found that 

only 11% of more than 4,000 protests by college 

students involved violence.

These findings challenge a common idea that 

youth are violent or unruly, which authorities often 

use to justify violent repression. 
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0010414018758761
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00ZSDF.pdf
https://www.scielo.br/j/rsocp/a/Bb9gvs79cb9N8j98ZpkDctN/?lang=en


more inclusive 

and larger

Protests with youth participation are more likely 

to be non-violent, larger and more inclusive. 

In Latin America, larger protests were generally 

more peaceful and student participation helped 

increase the number of people on the streets. 

Protests with many young people also tend to 

include more diverse groups.

Even when people protest peacefully, they can 

face strong opposition from those in power. 

Youth are demonstrating at great risk: 

Governments are more likely to stop mass 

protests pre-emptively and violently when they 

include or are led by youth. 

In Iran, for example, mostly peaceful protests led by young 

women and girls since 2022, demonstrating after the death 

of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini (Jina), have seen violent 

repression. Hundreds of people, including dozens of children 

and adolescents, have been killed, injured or detained.

→ Read more here16

M
E

T
H

O
D

S

https://www.scielo.br/j/rsocp/a/Bb9gvs79cb9N8j98ZpkDctN/?lang=en
https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/09/precarity-and-power-reflections-women-and-youth-nonviolent-action
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00ZSDF.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-calls-protection-children-and-adolescents-amid-public-unrest-iran


impact

broader 

social gains…

Peaceful protests are more successful than violent 

ones. Non-violence gathers more people, which 

increases protest legitimacy, attracts more 

attention and leads to more diverse methods. 

Since young people’s participation help make 

campaigns less violent, larger, more inclusive 

and more innovative, it indirectly contributes to 

protest success.

Mass protests where young people are on the front 

lines may be more likely to succeed, according to 

research. Successful, peaceful mass campaigns 

with young people have been correlated with lower 

infant mortality rates – a common measure of 

social progress – five years after the actions, 

suggesting that youth-led protests contribute to 

broader social gains. 
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https://cup.columbia.edu/book/why-civil-resistance-works/9780231156837


Even when mass protests are successful, youth 

leadership in these events may not create direct 

benefits for young people. 

Five years after the campaigns in the research 

mentioned above ended, important social 

indicators for young people, such as youth 

employment, had not improved. 

This suggests that youth may not have much say in 

the movements’ decision-making. Some young 

protestors feel their participation is being used for 

the political gains of other groups, and barriers to 

gender equality mean young women often face 

even bigger challenges.
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In Sudan, despite the leadership of young people’s groups –

particularly women – in the nationwide protests of 2019,  

political parties dominated the negotiations that established

the civilian government, later abolished through a coup 

in 2021

→ Read more here

direct gains 

for young people

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00ZSDF.pdf
https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/09/precarity-and-power-reflections-women-and-youth-nonviolent-action
https://www.usip.org/publications/2023/01/youth-activism-balancing-risk-and-reward
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2023.2207228


Future

trends and youth perspective



Past levels of 

Source: Cantoni et al. (2023).

Average number of protests per thousand events by country, 1980–2020 

Past levels of protests may be the most significant 

factor in anticipating future events. 

Activism is expected to increase, including 

protests with youth participation. Because protests 

spread across borders, this trend will likely not 

only affect places that have already experienced 

many demonstrations, but neighbouring countries 

and regions too. 
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https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w31617/w31617.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2021/11/05/Forecasting-Social-Unrest-A-Machine-Learning-Approach-504350
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2021/11/05/Forecasting-Social-Unrest-A-Machine-Learning-Approach-504350
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-98628-y


Food inflation 

Source: Hossain and Hallock (2022).

Note: FAO food price index averages indices of meat, dairy, 

cereals, oils and sugar. 2014-16=100. 

IMF Fuel (Energy) Index, 2016 = 100, includes crude oil 

(petroleum), natural gas, coal and propane

Protest events from authors' analysis of Armed Conflict

Location and Event Data (ACLED).

Food, fuel and cost-of-living protests
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https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2021/11/05/Forecasting-Social-Unrest-A-Machine-Learning-Approach-504350
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1093/ajae/aau038
https://ny.fes.de/article/food-energy-cost-of-living-protests-2022


A key aspect of the polycrisis is the cost-of-living 

crisis. Between November 2021 and October 2022, 

more than 12,500 protests and riots against 

increases in food and fuel prices took place in 

close to 150 countries. 

Students took part in around 10% of these events. 

With food prices still high in most countries, more 

protests about these issues are likely.
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https://accountabilityresearch.org/publication/cost-of-living-crisis-2022-accountability-struggles
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2023/03/28/volatile-commodity-prices-reduce-growth-and-amplify-swings-in-inflation


decline 

in satisfaction with 

life

Source: Gallup (2022).
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Global life satisfaction, measured on a scale of 0 

(lowest satisfaction with life) to 10 (highest satisfaction)
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https://ga.gallup.com/SignIn/Default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f


How people feel about their lives and a sense 

of deprivation can also help to predict protests. 

Using data on peaceful protests and strikes 

from 2007 to 2014 from 118 countries, 

researchers found that lower well-being 

strongly correlates with civil resistance. 

People have been less happy with their lives 

since 2006, but this reduction in life 

satisfaction has been especially important 

among 15–29-year-olds.

Between 2010 and 2019, there was a steady decrease

in both the current and future levels of life satisfaction among

young people in Hong Kong. In 2019, students were the 

majority of people protesting against new extradition laws, 

resulting in a political crisis not seen in the city in 

many decades.

→ Read more here
24
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/kykl.12219
https://ga.gallup.com/SignIn/Default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2021.2011189


People in cities are more likely to protest than people 

in the countryside because they have more resources, 

are more connected to each other and can gather 

more easily. 

Data from 1950 to 2010 in 98 countries found that the 

growing young population in urban centres is a strong 

predictor of protests. By 2030, it is estimated that a 

majority of the world’s urban population – 60% – will 

be under the age of 18. 
25
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populations in urban 

centres

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10693971211059762
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10693971211059762
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2013/08/un-habitat-and-youth/


young people 

aspirations
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→ Young people believe there 

will be more protests, which will 

require a proactive approach 

towards building a better future. 

→ The weight of the past, 

including human rights 

violations and exclusion, will 

slowly diminish, creating more 

engaged and inclusive activism. 

→ Science-backed and 

preventative protests 

will increase, calling for 

non-violence and the protection 

of protestors’ rights. 

→ Future protests will 

amplify silenced voices, using 

creative methods, digital 

technologies, art and 

innovation for broader impact.
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Youth-led activism will contribute to a more just 

society, engaging young people locally and 

globally. Grassroots movements and 

intergenerational collaboration will redefine how 

policies and decisions are made. 

Media transparency and public recognition will 

elevate youth protestors’ roles as catalysts for 

positive change. Partnerships between youth 

activists and governments will be strengthened, 

eliminating adult-centrism and shaping inclusive 

policies for a more equitable future.
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Recommendations



government

policymakers
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Do not interfere with children’s 

and young people’s right to 

peaceful assembly based on 

perceived or actual risks. 

Do not prohibit, block, disperse 

or disrupt peaceful protests 

unless on legitimate grounds. 

Prioritize the prevention 

of violence during protests

For government stakeholders, 

including policymakers Listen to and act on children’s 

and young people’s demands, 

including those that may lead 

to protests.

Actively engage with children 

and young people involved in 

protests as a rich source of 

insights and futures thinking.

Take measures to ensure 

governments facilitate 

children’s and young people’s 

rights to peacefully protest 

and to express their views. 

30
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https://www.unicef.org/reports/free-and-safe-protest
https://www.unicef.org/reports/free-and-safe-protest


activists

members of social 

movements 

organizations 
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Support young people and 

children to be politically and 

civically engaged, especially 

those most marginalized. 

Create a positive environment 

for young people and children 

to facilitate their civic 

engagement and participation 

in protests. 

Support adults to promote 

youth and child participation, 

ensuring the creation of more 

inclusive spaces. 

For government stakeholders, 

including policymakers 
Engage with young people 

and children as equal partners 

in decision-making before, 

during and after protests. 

Take all measures to prevent 

violence during protests.

When involving individuals 

under the age of 18 in protests, 

conduct a risk assessment, 

plan risk mitigation and child 

safeguarding procedures.
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https://www.unicef.org/documents/engaged-and-heard-guidelines-adolescent-participation-and-civic-engagement


Glossary

Activism
We refer to ‘activism’ as similar to ‘participation’, though this engagement typically takes place through direct 

action for a social goal, often defying social norms and traditions

Adolescents Individuals aged 10–19.

Campaigns please see the definition for ‘protests’.

Children
as defined by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

are individuals below the age of 18. 

Participation

UNICEF defines ‘participation’ as a process through which individuals express their views and influence matters 

that concern them. By ‘civic participation’, ‘civic’ or ‘social mobilization’ or ‘civic action’, we mean “participation in 

public spheres to improve the well-being of communities or society”, including through protests.

Polycrisis
the multiple and overlapping crises that have impacted the world in the past years, including increase 

in conflict, the climate emergency and the pandemic.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13642987.2021.1968377
https://www.unicef.org/documents/engaged-and-heard-guidelines-adolescent-participation-and-civic-engagement
http://www.unicef.org/globalinsight/reports/prospects-children-polycrisis-2023-global-outlook


Glossary

Protests in-person gatherings in public spaces, including marches, demonstrations, sit-ins or parades, that aim to publicly 

express their views and attract the attention of different groups in society, such as authorities, the media and 

others. In the quantitative work cited in this presentation, protests are usually counted as individual events. We 

also refer to findings from researchers that investigate ‘maximalist non-violent campaigns’, ‘mass protests’, ‘mass 

campaigns’ or ‘mass actions’ for short. These consist of several events over time that: (1) do not resort to violence 

or, when they include ‘violent flanks’, violence is rejected by the larger movement; (2) aim to “pursue regime 

change, secession or newly autonomous states”; and (3) involve more than 1,000 people over time.

Social movements are more organized efforts by a group of people who engage in collective action with a shared goal or vision. 

Protests are one of many methods used by young people and social movements to engage in civic participation 

and activism.

Youth or 

young people

The United Nations defines ‘youth’ as persons aged 15–24, and UNICEF considers ‘young people’ those aged 

10–24. The sources cited in this presentation do not define these terms consistently, so the age brackets vary and 

sometimes are not reported. We, therefore, use these terms interchangeably. 

https://www.usip.org/programs/youth-and-lgbtq-nonviolent-action-wire-data-set
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00223433221092938


«Youth, Protests and 

the Polycrisis»

The young people who co-authored the content of slides entitled 

“Young People's Vision“ include Adriana Fabiola Rodríguez 

Villatoro, Amelia Chiană, Debrain Mugarapanyama, Federico 

Pellegrino, Frank Granda, Karen Basante, Lionel Erick Loza

Chachaqui, María Valentina Hirschfeld, Meylan Alejandra Ramos 

Espejel, Michael Nabieu, Mila Sirychenko, Mónica Moran Padilla, 

Nikolaos-Ioannis Oikonomou, Oleh Vishtaluik, Raabiyah Haroon, 

Sabrina Cabral Souza, Sydney Tjandra and Valentina Cruz Acosta.

https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/youth-protests
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/youth-protests


for every child, answers
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