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The change in the perception of the state by students in
Poland and Lithuania in the context of research on
social Capital

Rafał Nagaj and Piotr Szkudlarek

Faculty of Economics and Management, University of Szczecin, Szczecin, Poland

ABSTRACT
The aim of the article is to assess changes in the perception of
the state by students in the context of research concerning social
capital. The paper studies whether the knowledge and the social
competences gained during the three years of study are reflected
in the perception of the state by young people. The paper uses
the results of a survey analysis conducted at the universities in
Poland and Lithuania. The theoretical part of the article presents
chosen issues concerning social capital in relation to the state.
The article presents conclusions regarding the assessment of
changes in the perception of the state by young people in
Poland and Lithuania in the context of democracy, social partici-
pation, trust and social norms. This research enables us to make a
comparison of the results between the two countries and from
two research periods and is an original contribution to the discus-
sion about the role of the young generation in society. The results
of the research indicate that the knowledge and the social com-
petencies acquired during three years of study in most cases were
not reflected in the change of perception of the state by Polish
and Lithuanian young people.
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1. Introduction

The main aim of the paper is an assessment of changes in perception of the state by
students (young people) in Poland and Lithuania in context of research on social cap-
ital. Several aspects have been taken into account. First, the student-to-democracy
ratio, as a political institution of the state and basis for civil society. This allows citi-
zens governance and oversight of state institutions. Second, the trust of the surveyed
young people towards state authorities (public/political trust). If it exists at the local
and central level, the effects of the institutions’ actions are more effective and more
predictable. Third, the respecting social norms by administration and government. It
raises the level of trust in the governing institutions. If society recognises that in
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public administration, workers are ethical, then institutions function better and soci-
ety is more willing to do things for the common good; and fourth, the creation of
social solidarity, where the role of state institutions is leading, the individual interest
is subordinate to the social interest. So when analysing perception of the state authors
treats state as a society (citizens, democration) and as the authority (local and cen-
tral government).

Literature shows that there are some correlations between the state and social cap-
ital, and civil engagement is associated with the level of social capital (Dowley &
Silver, 2002; Hooghe & Marien, 2013; Maloney & van Deth, 2010; Newton, 2001;
Stolle, Hooghe, & Micheletti, 2005). There are also some relationships between social
capital and education (Anderson, 2008; Leeves, 2014; Pishghadam & Zabihi, 2011).
Social capital positively affects educational achievement and, consequently, students’
behaviour and development among others (Acar 2011; Ho, 2003; Israel, Beaulieu, &
Hartless, 2001). On the other hand, education makes young people aware of the pos-
sibility of social participation and provides opportunities to build a network of rela-
tionships outside the immediate environment based on common standards and trust
(Balatti & Falk, 2002). An interesting research question arises here whether the period
of educational study influences the perception of the state (the society and the
authority) by the respondents. For this reason, the authors decided to check this
research problem at work.

In this paper, the study was conducted amongst young people of two countries,
i.e., Poland and Lithuania. The choice of countries for the study was due to several
reasons. The first argument is history, the understanding being that both countries
are from the group of previous socialist states. In the 1990s, Central and Eastern
Europe countries experienced institutional and economic changes, democration for-
mation. It renewed the interest in the power of civic engagement Stolle and Howard
(2008), besides institutional change and democratic politics may foster the creation of
social capital to a certain degree (Torcal & Montero, 1998, p. 5) and lead to changes
in trust, particularly political trust (Maloney & Van Deth, 2010). On the other side,
the literature shows that in last few decades in Western societies there was observed a
decline in political trust and democracy (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; Norris
2001), and similar tendencies are also observed in postcommunist states
(Nikolayenko, 2005). It is assumed that the approach to social cohesion and public
institutions by young people in both countries may be similar. The second are the
political and economic changes that have taken place in both countries in the last
25 years, and especially since 2004 when the EU accession took place. The European
Union, its bodies, encourages citizens of the Member States to be active and involved
in citizenship with the EU institutions. Another reason is that both countries are
from the same geographical area. The fourth argument was the desire by the authors
to compare young people with similar study profiles.

The last is the fact that the results of research conducted in both countries for the
general population indicate that the perception of the state by people is generally
negative and people have low social participation. Polish people have little civic
experience, which is gained through activities in organisations, participation in civic
initiatives, public meetings or volunteering. For example, only 13.4% of Polish people
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are members of ‘organizations, associations, political parties, committees, councils,
religious groups, unions or circles’ (among young people aged up to 24, 10.7%)
(Czapi�nski, 2015, p. 342). Besides only one in five Polish people (19.4%) actively par-
ticipates in public meetings outside the workplace (Czapi�nski, 2015, p. 345). Less
than two-fifths of Polish people express their confidence in the government (38.0%),
the Sejm and the Senate (30.0%), and one fifth (20.0%) in political parties (CBOS,
2016, p. 13). However the trust into public institutions (political institutions, charities,
religious institutions, international organisations, mass media) is the highest among
young people (trust indicator in the public sphere among people aged 18–24 is 13.5
but in whole population is 12.8, in scale 0–24). Over one-third of the respondents
(35.0%) do not find any political group that would express their views, care about
their interests or meet expectations, but among young people this share is 44.0%
(CBOS, 2014, p. 4, 6). The lack of public trust in public institutions is also observed
in Lithuania. In Lithuania, only 24.5% of the population trust the government, 11.6%
Parliament and 6.3% political parties. The vast majority of the population do not
trust these institutions (respectively 34.1%, 58.3% and 64.9%) (Vilmorus, 2017). It is
worth adding that both countries surveyed are characterised by a similar level of trust
in central and local government as in other European countries, what is confirmed
by survey data of Eurofound (2016). For Poland, Lithuania, Germany, France and
Spain, trust in central government among young people (aged 18–24) is respectively
(in %): 3.9, 5.8, 5.6, 4.0, 3.6, and average for whole population, respectively: 4.3, 4.6,
5.4, 3.9, 3.5. Trust in the local authorities among young people is respectively (in %):
5.2, 6.8, 6.1, 5.5, 5.3, and average for whole population, respectively: 5.3, 5.8, 6.2, 5.9,
5.1. However, in Poland trust in government and local authorities among young peo-
ple is lower than average in whole society. In other European countries political trust
among the young generation is higher than the average.

The article consists of several parts. The first is the introduction, where the main
assumptions of the article are presented. Next is the theoretical part, where the issues
of social capital and trust, especially in the aspect of the role of the state, are dis-
cussed. Another part is the methodology. The work was based on the survey tool,
statistical methods of time changes and statistical verification of the results by the
help of U Mann-Whitney test and difference between two population proportions test.
Next is the empirical part where the research results were presented. The research
was conducted on a group of students studying economics at two universities: in
Szczecin (Poland) and in Vilnius (Lithuania). The data used in the paper is part of
the research on the students’ social capital made by employees of the Department of
Macroeconomics at the Faculty of Economics and Management University of
Szczecin. The target selection of respondents was to assess changes among young
people during the academic study, therefore for the purpose of the research, students
of the first and the last year of Bachelor’s degree study were selected. The authors
would also like to underline that the formulated proposals concern only the studied
groups of young people and not the whole population.

The authors are aware of the limitations of this survey. The fact that it involved a
selective group of students at universities implies that these findings cannot be gener-
alised. In addition, the results of the research are limited due to the fact that in
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studied period there have been presidential, parliamentary and local elections in the
countries in which the research was done.

The limitation is also the lack of data that would allow to directly determining the
level of students’ knowledge of first and third-year study. However, it was assumed
that the level of knowledge of students of the third year of study is higher than stu-
dents of the first year of study. This results from the need to implement learning out-
comes consistent with the Bologna system.

Previous literature has been primarily concerned with the study of the relationship
between education and social capital, factors influencing social capital, on the trust
level, including political trust, on democracy and on political behaviour, such as par-
ticipation, civil engagement. The authors of the article, in the context of research on
social capital, examine how young people in Poland and Lithuania perceive the state
(as a society and as the authority). The attention of the authors is focused on the
evaluation of democracy by the surveyed young people, the importance of their voice
in society, social participation, trust in the authorities, honesty of the employees of
public institutions and its activities. In addition, it is examined whether the economic
knowledge and the social competences gained during three years of study in eco-
nomic sciences are reflected in the perception of the state by young people. These ele-
ments have not been studied in the literature so far. This research, enables us to
make a comparison of the results between the two countries and from two research
periods and is an original contribution to the discussion about the role of the young
generation in society. This way, an interesting research question is verified here
whether the period of economic academic education affects their perception of the
state (the society and the authority) among the respondents.

In contrast to other authors the article does not recognise the relationship between
social capital and the perception of the state by students. However, the article is an
important voice in the discussion about changes in the perception of the state by
young people in the context of research concerning social capital because it enables
us to make a comparison of the results between two countries and from two
research periods.

2. Social capital, state – selected theoretical issues

In literature there are many approaches to the concept of social capital (Hawkins &
Maurer, 2010). From the point of view of the purpose of the article and the research
interests of the authors, the sociological-social and economic approaches deserve spe-
cial mention. The first of them emphasises the role of social norms and the sources
of human motivation, emphasising the importance of features such as trust and net-
works of civic engagement. A strand in the political science literature emphasises the
role of institutions, political and social norms in shaping human behaviour (OECD,
2001, p. 40). The economic approach assumes people striving to maximise their wel-
fare by interacting with others and drawing on social capital resources to conduct
various types of group activities ( Glaeser, 2001, In: OECD, 2001, p. 40 ).

The approaches outlined above shows that the essence of social capital, its exist-
ence, is important in assessing how the state is perceived by the public. It is therefore
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necessary to explain what social capital is. The first concept of social capital was pre-
sented by Hanifan (1916), which defined it as ‘those tangible assets [that] count for
most in the daily lives of people: namely goodwill, fellowship, sympathy, and social
intercourse among the individuals and families who make up a social unit’.

In literature there is much more to the definition of social capital, which is to
some extent the result of the existence of a lot of empirical evidence about the role of
networks and norms of mutual support in contributing to higher-quality community
governance as well as economic, social and personal development (Healy, 2002, pp.
2–3). The best known are those presented by Bourdieu, Coleman, Fukuyama
and Putnam.

According to Bourdieu (1985, p. 248) social capital is “the aggregate of the actual
or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more
or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition’. He
believes that social networks could be used to exclude non-members and to prevent
social mobility (Scrivens & Smith, 2013, p. 13). Bourdieu believes that social capital
along with other forms of associated capitals (economic and cultural) explains the
structure and dynamics of differentiated societies (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.
119). Social capital does not have to be useful at all, but can be also exclusionary.

Coleman’s social capital is different. According to him, social capital is one of the
potential resources. Social capital ‘is not seen only as stock held by powerful elites,
but notes its value for all kinds of communities, including the powerless and margi-
nalized’ (Gauntlett, 2011). Coleman (1988, p. 98) considers that ‘social capital is
defined by its function. It is not a single entity, but a variety of different entities, hav-
ing two characteristics in common: they all consist of some aspect of a social struc-
ture, and they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within the structure’.
Coleman (1990) highlights that social capital is a public good that depends on the
willingness of the members of the community to avoid free riding. For this purpose,
norms, trust, sanctions and values become important in sustaining this collective asset
(Andriani, 2013, p. 4).

Fukuyama defined social capital as ‘a set of informal values and ethical norms
(e.g., charity) common to members of a particular group that enable them to cooper-
ate effectively’ ( Fukuyama, 1997, In: Klimczuk, 2012, p. 70 ). He believes that social
capital allows relationships between people to be created, to set up groups, associa-
tions and institutions of civil society. Social capital is created and transmitted through
cultural mechanisms: religion, tradition, historical habit (Fukuyama, 1997, p. 39).
According to Fukuyama the level of trust inherent in a given society determines its
prosperity and degree of democracy, as well as its ability to compete economically
(Passey, 2000, p. 8).

Another well-known definition of social capital is Putnam’s conception. According
to him social capital is the networks of civic engagement, trust and norms of reci-
procity, which can increase the efficiency of society (Putnam, 1995, p. 258).
According to Putnam social capital is a public good and ,,life is easier in a commu-
nity blessed with a substantial stock of social capital. In the first place, networks of
civic engagement foster sturdy norms of generalised reciprocity and encourage the
emergence of social trust. Such networks facilitate coordination and communication,
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amplify reputations’ (Putnam, 1995, p. 2). It should be remembered that dependen-
cies also exist in the other direction. As noted by Carpenter, Daniere and Takahashi
(2004), people with higher levels of social capital are more confident. The strength of
Putnam’s approach lies in the way in which it seeks to combine different aspects of
the ‘social capital’ concept (Newton, 1999, p. 3).

Having discussed in detail successive definitions as well as the ways social capital
has been formulated one can easily notice its’ diversity: to begin with macro approach
(Putnam, Fukuyama), throughout mezzo (Coleman) right up to micro approach
(Bourdieu). Vast differences are also perceptible in defining of social capital compo-
nents although all of them derive from one source which is social relations.
Aforementioned Coleman has paid attention not only to social norms but also to
credibility of social structures and efficiency of communication channels. What is
more, he has been concentrating on individual exploitation of social capital at the
same time pointing up at the fact that social capital particularly increases combined
operation of relatively small groups. On the other hand, Bourdieu has been concen-
trating on more or less institutionalised relations based on trust as a fundamental
attribute of social capital. He has described individual’s social capital as her/his
resource whereas group’s social capital as a total amount of it’s members resources.
According to Bourdieu, social capital is crucial both in emerging social classes and
igniting social conflicts. Moreover, it is not always used by individuals in accordance
with collective interests or interests of other individuals. By contrast, Putnam draws
attention to three components of social capital: moral obligations and norms, social
values (especially trust) and social networks (especially voluntary associations).
According to Putnam social capital is a public resource. Bottom-up indicators of
social activities are the evidence of high level of social capital that reinforces not only
social values but also human solidarity. Fukuyama representing the same approach as
Putnam underlines the significance of informal values, norms, but first and foremost
trust as the key attribute of social capital. According to him, one of the most import-
ant benefits of high social capital is the reduction of transaction costs in the economy
as well as the higher level of commitment in civic groups that fill up a gap between a
state and a family.

The authors of the article treat social capital as a resource that is a value for all
kinds of community and serves a common purpose. On the other hand, trust, includ-
ing trust in public institutions (among others, on which the authors focus), strength-
ens cooperation, and cooperation strengthens further trust in the positive spiral of
cooperation and engagement (Rymsza, 2007, p. 31). In addition, relationships formed
in groups such as acquaintances, colleagues, neighbours are necessary for ‘making
progress’ in the community (Nagaj & �Zuromskait_e, 2016).

Taking into account the objective of the paper and adopting the definition of the
state by G. Jellinek (Kostrubiec, 2002, pp. 375–382) as a system of three components:
the society (citizens), the territory and the authority, in the empirical analysis under-
taken in this paper various dimensions of social capital are used referring to the state
as a society (citizens) and the state as the authority. Analysing the perception of the
state as the society, the attention of the authors is focused on the evaluation of dem-
ocracy by the surveyed young people, the importance of their voice in society and
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social participation. On the other hand, in the dimension of the state as the authority,
the analysis is subjected to: trust in the authorities, honesty of the employees of cen-
tral and local administration, the state attitudes aimed at helping others and evalu-
ation of the general activity of public institutions.

There is a large literature on democracy, its definitions, components and meth-
ods of measurement ( Mayo 1960, Cunningham 2002, Saradamov 2005, Goodhart
2005, Held 2006, B€uhlmann, Wolfgang, & Bernhard, 2008, Kekic, 2007, Schmidt,
2006 ). President of the USA Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863) stated
that democracy is ‘the government of the people, by people and for people’
(Sodaro, 2004, p. 168). Sodaro (2004, p. 31) emphasises that ‘The basic idea of
democracy is that people have the right to decide who governs them, and at the
same time it guarantees the rights and freedom of citizens’. In turn, B€uhlmann
points out three principles of democracy: freedom, equality and control’
(B€uhlmann et al., 2008, p. 15). Democracy is inseparably connected with social
activity understood as the activity of an individual determined by the role that it
plays in society (Mularska-Kucharek & �Swiątek, p. 69; Tyszkowska, 1990, p. 188).
Social activity is analyzed in three dimensions. The first of these is informal social
interactions with people who are known: with family, friends, neighbours, for
example during meetings. The second is formal activity, manifested through par-
ticipation in groups or formal organisations, for example in associations. The third
is individual activity for the benefit of society, for example by helping others
(Adams, Leibbrandt, & Moon, 2011, p. 684).

Social activity is very often associated with social participation in the political area
in the process of creating a civil society. Social participation is a complicity or inclu-
sion of various people and organisations in activities for the benefit of the commu-
nity. A citizen is not a passive individual who is waiting for change. In such a
situation, he/she takes part in these changes and shapes them (Antoszewski, 2000,
p. 9).

Democracy allows citizens, including young people, to co-decide on the issues that
concern them and not just be passive recipients of what is happening to the state and
their social activity. Undoubtedly, when unless citizens participate in the deliberation
of public policy, and their choices of government structure, then democratic processes
are meaningless (Dalton, 2008, p. 78). So, it’s very important that citizens must be
aware of the importance of their vote in the public debate. People who are socially
engaged are willing to sacrifice time for the common good, and that this affects their
tendency to civic behaviour. As emphasised by Stolle (2007), empirical research
results (Howard, 2003; Inglehart, 1997) show that social engagement is significantly
lower in countries that have experienced periods of non-democratic governments like
in Poland and Lithuania.

The attitude of young people to democracy is dependent on trust in the state. As
Putnam pointed out, active citizens are necessary for the existence of civil society, as
well as political and social relations based, on the basis of equality and cooperation,
on trust. (Putnam, 1995, pp. 31–32). Coleman (1990) and Hardin (2002) believe that
trust can be understood as a ‘rationalised calculation’ (Growiec, 2009, p. 55). In turn,
Sztompka notes that trust is ‘the most precious type of social capital’ (Sztompka,
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2007, p. 71). Trust offers a feeling of predictability of partners’ behaviours. When cre-
ating the social capital through trust as its key component we can raise the efficiency
of the society as trust strengthens the existing bonds and encourages development of
new ones.

The principle of trusting citizens as organs of the state is considered to be a brace
that breaks the whole of the general rules of conduct (Skrenty, 2013, p. 98).
Increasing citizens’ trust in the state (public trust), which eliminates the uncertainty
of joint action undoubtedly results from the conviction of individuals about the state’s
compliance with social norms, such as honesty. Political trust is positively correlated
with institutionalised participation, but at the same time it has a negative impact on
noninstitutionalised participation (Hooghe & Marien, 2012). It is worth emphasising
that if citizens cannot trust the institutional effectiveness and fairness of the judicial
system and the police because of corruption, then their view of others is compro-
mised; conversely, fair and impartial practices facilitate trust and social interactions
(Stolle, 2007).

Social capital as networks, norm and trust is associated with a number of political
outcomes, especially well-performing democratic institutions (Newton, 1999; Park &
Shin, 2003; Putnam, 1993; Woolcook, 2001) and democratic stability (Inglehart,
1999). According to Putnam (1993) when society is rich in social capital then society
is engaged in democracy, dense networks of civic engagement produce a capacity for
trust, reciprocity and co-operation (‘social capital’), which in turn produces a healthy
democracy. Lowndes and Wilson (2001) argue that Robert Putnam’s social capital
thesis is too society-centred and undervalues state agency and associated political fac-
tors. Governments can shape the development of social capital and its potential influ-
ence upon democratic performance. A lot of problems facing contemporary
democracies (low voter turnout, distrust of politicians, low membership of political
parties) may be ameliorated if the stock of social capital can be increased by state
action (Meadowcroft & Pennington, 2007, p. 65). Newton has similar doubts. He
challenges Putnam’s ‘bottom-up’ bias, arguing that social capital ‘may also be strongly
affected by the policy of governments and by the structure of government itself – a
top-down process’ (Newton 1999, p. 17). Government should support civil society,
fund voluntary organisations, make social capital wherever it is lacking (Dowley &
Silver, 2002). Equally important for the building of social capital is also the creation
of social solidarity by the state institutions, for example by helping others
(Szkudlarek, 2017). Feeling solidarity with other people pulls the individual from the
circle of privacy and allows oneself to cross selfishness (Kochman, 2009, p. 1). Brehn
and Rahn add that ’social capital may be as much a consequence of confidence in
institutions as the reverse’ (Brehn & Rahn, 1997, p. 1018). Decline of social capital is
likely to cause a loss of trust in political leadership and a loss of confidence in the
institutions of government (see for example, Norris, 1999; Nye, Zelikow, & King,
1997; Pharr et al., 2000).

The factor that can also impact on the trust level, including political trust, is the
generational replacement. Generational replacement is generally considered to be a
key process driving social and political change with respect to attitudes toward polit-
ical institutions (Hooghe, 2004, p. 331). The decline in trust is especially visible
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among young people. These differences are with regard to political behaviour, such as
participation, civil engagement, attitudes or norms and values. Young people are less
likely to cast a vote during elections (Blais, Gidengil, Nevitte, & Nadeau, 2004;
Franklin, Lyons, & Marsh, 2004; Plutzer, 2002), tend to eschew traditional party polit-
ics (Dalton, 2002, p. 31) and they are more distrusting toward political institutions
(Hooghe, 2004, p. 332). However among students at least it is true, they are more or
equally active in other forms of participation and group involvement and they are
frustrated mainly with political institutions (Stolle et al., 2005, p. 263).

3. Methodology

The result of the research was based on the survey tool, statistical methods of time
changes and statistical verification of the results using U Mann-Whitney test and dif-
ference between two population proportions test. The basis for the conclusions about
the perception of the state by the students was the data from the survey research on
social capital. The survey was conducted by employees of the Department of
Macroeconomics at the Faculty of Economics and Management University of
Szczecin within statutory research funded by the Ministry of Science and Higher
Education.1 Statistical research aiming to assess the attitude of young people to the
state was conducted using a questionnaire survey was carried out among students of
the first and third year of the bachelor’s degree studies at the Faculty of Economics
and Management University of Szczecin (1st year: n¼ 267, 3rd year: n¼ 229) and at
the Faculty of Politics and Management Mykolo Romeris University in Vilnius (1st
year: n¼ 113, 3rd year: 73). Of the total number of students enrolled at the indicated
universities, the proportions of the surveyed students were as follows: 58.0% and
49.8% (Poland), and 51.4% and 63.5% (Lithuania). The aim of the research imposed
employment of purposive sampling: students of first and third year of first degree of
study (the bachelor’s degree of study). The aim of the research was also to conduct a
survey questionnaire on social capital. The survey was based on a paper questionnaire
consisting of two parts: demographics and a set of questions concerning social capital.
The questions about social capital were developed according to a logical model pro-
posed by the World Bank (Grootaert, Narayan, Jones, & Woolcock, 2004). This part
of the questionnaire consisted of 36 closed- and open-ended questions regarding
social capital (Milczarek, Miłaszewicz, Nagaj, Szkudlarek, & Zakrzewska, 2015, p. 95).
For the purpose of the analysis, the authors selected eight questions concerning the
young people’s attitude toward to the state, state institutions at central and local gov-
ernment level and their activities and to democracy. This perception of young people
was examined by assessing the activity of state institutions, trust in those institutions,
the honesty of the employees of these institutions, the perception of democracy as a
form of governance, and the state’s support of the respondents’ activity in the partici-
pation in social activities and elections. Statistical methods of time changes are used
in statistical analysis.

Comparing the data of students of first year of study and of third year of study
will also allow to examine whether the acquired knowledge and social competen-
cies during the 3 years of study determine the perception of the state by students.
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Due to the lack of measurable data on the level of education for the first and third
year of study, the assumption was made that the level of knowledge of students of
the third year of study is higher than among students of the first year. It results from
the necessity to implement the effects of education and is the essence of the educa-
tion process.

To make a statistical verification of the hypothesis resulting from this research the
U Mann-Whitney test and the difference between two population proportions test
were used.

For each question in the given country is:

� null hypothesis H0: there is no statistically significant difference between students
of first and of third year of study regarding social capital,

� alternative hypothesis H1: there is statistically significant difference between stu-
dents of first and of third year of study regarding social capital,

at the level of p¼ 0.05.
All of foregoing tests allowed only to determine whether there exist significant dif-

ferences in perception of the state by first and third year students in the context of
research on social capital. However, one cannot see them as an opportunity to iden-
tify the causes of contingent disparities. It is necessary to underline, that taking into
account accessible data it was impossible to use the chi-square independence test
used to verify the hypothesis on the importance of connection between two variables
(in case of this paper between the level of education – knowledge of first and third
year students and their perception of the state).

The results of the study does not indicate a change in perception among the same
individuals, but differences in perception among groups of students with varying lev-
els of academic knowledge. However it should be noted that both studied groups of
students (1st and 3rd year) are relatively similar in terms of the characteristics of the
respondents (Table 1).

4. Research results

The first key element of the state is civic engagement in society, which is measured
by the attitude of people to democracy. The significance of democracy stems from
the fact that it allows the citizens to co-decide on the state and its activities, including
social activities. Figure 1 shows the changing perception of democracy as a form of a
political system by the surveyed students.

The research results in Lithuania show that young people are more likely to accept
democracy as a form of government, regardless of the year of study. However, it is
worth pointing out some differences in the understanding of democracy between
young people. In the first year of study, most of the students think that democracy
rather has or surely has an advantage over other forms of governance (46.9% of the
respondents confirm this, while 8.8% have a different opinion, and 19.2% are
undecided). On the other hand, students in the third year of studies in most cases
have difficulties in addressing this issue (44.2% of the respondents are undecided). It
should be stressed, however, that a small percentage of students, regardless of their
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year of study, disagree with the statement that democracy has no advantage over
other forms of governance. In turn, students in Poland, regardless of their year of
study, in most cases have difficulties in assessing democracy (48.9% first year students
and 48.0% third year students). However, it should be pointed out, that there is a far
greater proportion of those young people who believe that democracy has an advan-
tage over other forms of governance than those who claim that such advantage does
not exist. On the first year 34.7% agrees with this statement and 16.4% of the stu-
dents have a different opinion. In the third year, those percentages are 34.5% and
17.5%, respectively.

The analysis of the data using U Mann-Whitney test shows that in both examined
countries there is no statistical difference in the answers provided between students
on the first and the third year. In Poland p¼ 0.770197 (Z¼ 0.292117), while in
Lithuania p¼ 0.384187 (Z¼ 0.870209).

The indecisiveness of the students in the assessment of democracy as a form of
governance was not reflected in the students’ assessment of the importance of their
voice in society (Figure 2). In Lithuania, most of the surveyed students, regardless of
their year of study, think that their voice is rather, or definitely, important in the
communities in which they live (67.3% the first year and 69.9% the third-year stu-
dents). Only about a quarter of students on the first and third year of studies do not
have an opinion on this issue. In the case of Polish students, also the majority is
aware of the importance of their voice in society (the first-year students 64.8% and

Figure 1. Percentage of respondents who agreed with statement that the democracy is good or a
very good form of political system (answers “rather yes” and ‘definitely yes’).
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the third-year students 55.0%).2 However, it is worth noting that the share of students
who express such opinion is by almost 10 percentage points lower among students of
the third year than the first-year study.

The analysis of the data using U Mann-Whitney test showed that in Poland, there
is a statistically significant difference between students from the first-year study and
the third-year study in the answers given, p¼ 0.038875 (Z¼ 2.065520). However,
there is no statistically significant difference in the answers given between the first
and third-year students in Lithuania, p¼ 0.975524 (Z¼ 0.030680).

By doing the research it was also possible to determine the social activity of young
people, considered in the context of social participation in the political sphere and
the creating of civil society (Figure 3).

Research results show that most of the Lithuanian students of the first year of
studies show social activity in terms of meetings with politicians (36.3% of respond-
ents) or of participation in demonstrations (25.7% of the respondents). Such a scale
of social participation is no longer valid for students in the third year of study (34.2%
and 20.5%, respectively). In turn, students in Poland, regardless of their year of study,
do not show any of the forms of social activity indicated in the questionnaire survey:
meetings with politicians, participation in demonstrations or participation in political
and social campaigns. The share of active students of the first year of study varies
between 8.0% and 24.0%, and for students in the third year between 10.0%
and 23.6%.

Figure 2. Percentage of respondents who agreed with statement that their vote is important
(answers: ‘rather yes’ and ‘definitely yes’).
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Data analysis using the difference between two population proportions test showed
that between students of the first and third year in Poland and between students of
the first and third year in Lithuania, there is no statistically significant difference in
the answers given for social participation (Table 2).

Literature indicates that the attitude of society towards democracy depends on the
trust in the state. For this reason, afterwards, the authors investigated how does the
young people’s trust in public institutions change. The data from the analysis in this
area are presented in the Figure 4.

Generally, it has been stated that young people in both countries do not trust pub-
lic institutions. This is particularly visible comparing to the level of trust to friends.

Figure 3. Percentage of respondents participating in certain social activities during the year
(answer ‘yes’).

Table 1. Description of the research sample.
Poland Lithuania

Itemization 1st year 3rd year 1st year 3rd year

Sample size 267 229 113 73
The percentage of the respondents in the total number of

students at the given academic year
58.0% 49.8% 51.4% 63.5%

Involvement of women 67.3% 75.1% 76.1% 76.7%
Involvement of men 32.7% 24.9% 23.9% 23.3%
Respondent involvement depending on the place of

permanent residence
69.6% 77.7% 60.2% 60.3%

West Pomeranian
Voivodeship

West Pomeranian
Voivodeship

Vilnius
County

Vilnius
County
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In Lithuania, regardless of the year of study, the level of strong or very strong trust
in the central government or the local government does not exceed 6.8%. However, it
should be pointed out that fewer students in the third year than in the first year
express their lack of trust in the authority, regardless of its level. In Lithuania, how-
ever, it can be presumed that this is a result of a generally low level of trust, since
less than 40% of the respondents trust their friends. In Poland the level of trust in
public institutions among students is even lower. To compare, as many as 2/3 of stu-
dents trust their friends.

The analysis of the data using U Mann-Whitney test showed that in the case of Polish
students, there are statistically significant differences in trust in the local authority
between students on the first and third year of study, p¼ 0.006801 (Z¼ �2.70647). There
is no such difference of trust in relation to the central authority, p¼ 0.283154 (Z¼
�1.073262). In the case of students in Lithuania, there was no significant difference in the
answers given. The result of the U Mann-Whitney test relating to trust in local authority is
p¼ 0.330352, (Z¼ �0.973407), and for the central authority is p¼ 0.875002
(Z¼ �0.157308).

Table 2. Social participation of surveyed students – results of difference between two population
proportions test.

Itemization
Participation of students in
meetings with politicians

Participation of students in
the demonstration

Participation of students in a
social or political campaign

Poland u¼ 0.191988 u¼ 0.029745 u¼ 0.785023
p¼ 0.576129 p¼ 0.576129 p¼ 0.216220

Lithuania u¼ 0.283467 u¼ 0.801674 u¼ 0.536905
p¼ 0.611591 p¼ 0.788629 p¼ 0.295677

Figure 4. Students’ trust to the public authorities and acquaintances (answers: ‘I trust strong’ and
‘I trust very strong’).

ECONOMIC RESEARCH-EKONOMSKA ISTRA�ZIVANJA 1311



For individuals in civil society, it is important to be convinced about the compati-
bility of state actions with social norms, as it deepens trust, builds social capital and
encourages joint action. Therefore, the authors examined the change in student’s per-
ception of the honesty of local and central government employees and in their cre-
ation of an attitude aimed at helping others (Figure 5).

Research results show that in Lithuania, for first and third-year students, it is often
difficult to assess the honesty of employees of central and local government institu-
tions (about a half of the respondents has no opinion on this subject). However, it
should be added that a very large proportion of students, regardless of their year of
study, indicate that they are rather dishonest or very dishonest. The same situation
occurs among young people in Poland. Similarly to their peers in Lithuania, they
also, regardless of their year of studies, have difficulties in assessing the honesty of
central and local government institutions employees (more than a half of the
respondents). It is notable that there is a high proportion of those young people who
negatively evaluate the honesty of employees of public institutions. It should be
noted, however, that in Poland both the first and the third-year students have better
opinion about the honesty of local government employees rather than the central
ones, while in Lithuania such situation occurs only among students of the third year.
An addition to the above analysis could be the data on barriers to helping others. In
Poland, regardless of the year of study, nearly the half of students (41.2% of the
respondents of the first-year students and 40.6% of the third-year students) are con-
vinced that it is the corruption in public institutions. The same situation occurs
among young people in Lithuania, where the proportions are 36.3% and 42.5%,
respectively.3

The analysis of the data regarding the honesty of public institutions employees
using the U Mann-Whitney test showed that in both countries, there was no

Figure 5. Students’ assessment of the honesty of employees of public institutions at local and cen-
tral level (answers: ‘rather honest’ and ‘very honest’).
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statistically significant difference between the responses of first and third-year stu-
dents. In Poland, in relation to the honesty of the central authority, the test result is
p¼ 0.153237 (Z¼ 1.428196), and of the local authority it is p¼ 0.545688 (Z¼
�0.604234). In turn, in Lithuania, the test result regarding the central authority is
p¼ 0.539474 (Z¼ �0.613609), and for the local authority p¼ 0.203429
(Z¼ �1.271844).

In the context of civil society and the building of social capital, it is important for
state institutions to create social solidarity, for example by helping others. For this
reason, the authors examined the change in the young people’s opinion about the
participation of the public institutions in the creation of attitudes aimed at helping
others (Figure 6).

It should be stated that the respondents are not so unanimous in the assessment
of state institutions’ attempts to help others as a norm of social capital. In Lithuania
there are some differences between the first and third-year students (although the
percentage of the answers is similar) in evaluating the state’s actions aimed at helping
others. Students of the first year of study in most cases (38.1%) confirm that state
institutions, by their actions, create attitudes aimed at helping others. Students of the
third year have most often (41.1%) a contrary opinion. Regardless of the year of
study, about one-third of the students say that it is difficult to get a clear view of the
matter. In Poland there are more differences in the opinions about the actions of
public institutions aimed at creating attitudes directed at helping others between the
first and third-year students. Young people in Poland, even more than students in
Lithuania, have problems when dealing with this issue (46.0% of first-year students
and 34.1% of third-year students). It is worth emphasising, however, that the
respondents in Poland, more than those from Lithuania, consider that public

Figure 6. The opinion of the respondents, in their opinion, that state institutions by their actions
create attitudes aimed at helping others.
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institutions do not create attitudes aimed at helping others. In addition, this percent-
age increases by 8.7 percentage points between the first and third year of study.

The analysis using the difference between two population proportions test showed
that in Lithuania there is a statistically significant difference between the students of
first and third year of study, p¼ 0.028704 (u¼ 1.900195). Such a difference was not
found among the students in Poland p¼ 0,188374 (u¼ 0.883904).

5. Conclusions

The results of the research indicate that the knowledge and the social competencies
acquired during the three years of study in most cases were not reflected in the
change of perception of the state by Polish and Lithuanian young people in the con-
text of key dimensions of social capital. Therefore, it cannot be confirmed that there
is a positive relationship between education and social capital ( Huang, van den
Brink, and Groot, 2009; Leeves, 2014; Anderson, 2008 ) in terms of relationship citi-
zen-state. Statistically significant changes did not occur in the perception of democ-
racy by surveyed young people in Poland and Lithuania as a form of exercising
power, social participation of students in the politics and creation of civil society,
students’ perception of the honesty of the employees of public institutions and state
institutions’ activities aimed at creating attitude directed at helping others. The lack
of statistically significant changes in the perception of their opinion’s significance in
the society and trust towards the central and local government was noted only among
Lithuanian young people. In the case of Polish young people, there were no statistic-
ally significant changes in trust towards the central government, although statistically
significant differences occurred in their trust towards local government. In addition,
among the young people from Poland, there occurred statistically significant differen-
ces in the perception of their opinion’s significance in society and the perception of
the governmental institutions’ actions aimed at creating attitude directed at help-
ing others.

It should be emphasised that the lack of statistically significant changes in the per-
ception of the state by young people in Poland and in Lithuania also means that their
general assessment of the state is low. Unfortunately, students do not usually consider
public authorities trustworthy entitles who follow social norms such as honesty or
who manage to create activities directed at helping others. This was reflected in the
overall low assessment of the activity of governmental institutions and their low par-
ticipation in the process of creation of a civil society. However, it should be noted
that young people in Poland and Lithuania do not express their negative views on
democracy as a system of governance and admit the significance of their opinion in
society. The research results are in this area consistent with the results of research
presented in the literature on the attitude of young people to public institutions and
democracy in Western Democracies (Hooghe, 2004; Inglehart, 2003; Norris, 1999)
and different from those for countries from Central Europe presented by
Newton (2001).

The results of the research presented in this article correspond to the results pre-
sented by the research institutions in Poland or Lithuania concerning the perception
of the state by the general public. They point out i.e., the low civil activity of Polish
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and their general distrust in the government. A lack of trust in government is also
observed in Lithuania. It can, therefore, be assumed that such a picture of the state in
the eyes of the young people surveyed in Poland and Lithuania is a manifestation of
the general crisis of confidence, values and norms which are supposed to contribute to
the public good. These are the important barriers to building social capital in the citi-
zen-state dimension, which can limit the social participation of young people. At the
same time, it can be assumed that their networks of relationships with others, trust and
acting in accordance with norms are rather bottom-up building of social capital.

Thus, the improvement of the perception of the state by the young generation of
Poland and Lithuania should be a challenge for the authorities in both countries. It is
proposed that public authorities increase knowledge among young people about the
need for the existence of the state and ensure greater transparency of the activities of
public institutions. It is postulated to provide young people a direct impact on the
functioning of the state and involve them in public activities. It is also necessary to
discuss problems concerning young people in the public debate and to use such com-
munication tools that young people use. Undoubtedly, there is a need for an active
role of educational institutions, including academic institutions, in increasing the par-
ticipation of young people in public life/activities.

Notes

1. The research among students of 1st year of study was conducted in 2014 (at the
beginning of the year in Poland and at the end of the year in Lithuania) within statutory
research entitled Knowledge and social capital. Part I. Bridging type of social capital
(research no. 503-2000-230-342). At the end of 2016 the research was conducted among
students of 3rd year of study in Poland within statutory research entitled: Knowledge and
social capital, part III. Analysis of survey results of students’ social capital (research no.
503-2000-230-499); and at the beginning of 2017 the research was conducted among
students of 3rd year of study in Lithuania within statutory research entitled: Knowledge
and social capital, part IV. International survey of students’ social capital (research no.
503-2000-230-499).

2. Data based on survey results.
3. Data based on survey results.
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