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Abstract
This article develops the concept of civic identity and discusses the implications of a fourfold notion of civic 
identity and the position of ethnically minoritised youths in civic education. We interviewed 28 ethnically 
minoritised youths aged 15–19 in Finland and conducted a discursive analysis to determine the kinds of civic 
identities they had constructed in terms of belonging, concern, voice and agency, and how their minoritised 
positions played out in them. Constructing local belonging, concern, voice, and agency dominated their 
discourses in the interviews. Their relationships to ‘Finnishness’ were uneasy. Constructing local belonging 
helped them avoid this uneasiness but possibly led to their non-construction of concern, voice or agency for 
broader issues. Understanding civic identity as consisting of belonging, concern, voice, and agency informs 
civic education regarding how to foster civic identity for all students on different dimensions.
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Introduction

Civic identity, consisting of emotions, beliefs, and obligations, is an important motivator of civic 
engagement (Hart et al., 2011) and can be regarded as an individual’s positioning towards active 
citizenship (Myers et al., 2015). In contrast to merely obtaining civic knowledge, developing a 
civic identity is a vital part of civic learning (Allen and Kidd, 2022); however, there has been 
minimal research on fostering civic identity in civic education (Haduong et al., 2024; Myers 
et al., 2015).
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Ethnic diversity, which is the result of complex processes of migration both past and present, 
creates an important, identity-related tension in civic education, as it has led to the majoritisation 
of some ethnicities, and the minoritisation of the others, especially in nation-states (see e.g. Stein, 
2022). For instance, Banks (2017) defined failed citizenship as a situation in which certain ethnic, 
cultural, or religious groups feel excluded in the nation-state and commit to it ambivalently.  
To reduce failed citizenship, schools should provide transformative civic education and promote 
multicultural citizenship (Banks, 2017). There is strong empirical evidence of the existence of a 
‘civic empowerment gap’, and minoritised ethnicity is a factor that has been found to decrease the 
benefits of civic education, resulting in a lack of political representation. While the effects of vari-
ous aspects of civic education have been examined (Kavadias et al., 2018), strategies to include 
ethnically minoritised identities have not gained much attention.

This article develops a notion of civic identity through empirical analysis of how Finnish ethni-
cally minoritised youths negotiate their civic identities, aiming to support civic education in 
addressing minoritised identities. The simplest definitions of civic identity are related to a sense of 
connexion with others and the responsibility to act for the common good (Kirshner, 2009; Šerek, 
2017). With consideration for the definition of full citizenship, civic identity has also been regarded 
as consisting of membership and participation in society and concern for the rights of its members 
(Hart et al., 2011). Rubin’s (2007) view of civic identity addresses experiences of exclusion or 
inclusion in society, which affect young people’s sense of their relative value within civic institu-
tions. In this study, membership, participation, and concern for society members’ rights are adopted 
as a starting point, but to highlight the significance of the processes of inclusion and exclusion, the 
concept of ‘membership’ is broadened to belonging. Furthermore, the scope of ‘concern for mem-
bers’ rights’ is broadened to include concern for any civic issues. Meanwhile, participation is 
divided into two aspects: voice (expressing opinions and being heard) and civic action or agency. 
Here, ‘action’ refers to doing things for civic causes, while ‘agency’ implies feeling able to act 
rather than merely acting. Following Myers et al. (2015), the analysis of this study focuses on the 
positions constructed in the discourses of the participants.

The research questions guiding this work are as follows:

1.	 What kinds of civic identities do the interviewed ethnically minoritised youths construct in 
terms of belonging, concern, voice, and agency?

2.	 How do their minoritised positions play out in each of these elements of civic identity?

Civic identity as belonging, concern, voice, and agency

According to our conceptualisation, the first element of civic identity, belonging, comprises both a 
sense of connexion to a social group and the processes of inclusion and exclusion (Lähdesmäki 
et al., 2016; Yuval-Davis, 2011). As a concept, it is more flexible than, for example, membership 
or national identity, and is thus especially useful when discussing the civic identities of ethnic 
minorities. Belonging at the levels of interpersonal relationships and local communities, including 
school, is often a pathway to belonging at the national level for ethnically minoritised youths 
(Bruhn and Gonzales, 2023). Moreover, belonging is intrinsically connected to civic action, as it 
creates obligations among group members, while working for the common good increases one’s 
sense of connexion with others (Šerek, 2017). Feelings of solidarity also contribute to young peo-
ple’s trajectories towards social activism (May et al., 2022).

The second element, concern, indicates an issue that drives civic engagement – that is, some-
thing that needs to be changed. Concern illustrates the twofold character of civic identity: it includes 
both the common good and the promotion of one’s own position in society (Kirshner, 2009).  
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Rubin (2007) found that some privileged youths felt no need for civic engagement, as they believed 
that society was already functioning well. However, ‘aware’ privileged youths were concerned 
about inequality, while non-privileged youths recognised inequality and were either discouraged 
from or empowered to engage in social activism. In Roy et al.’s (2019) study, exposure to violence 
and income inequality increased the likelihood of critical action.

The third element, voice, refers to expressing ideas to influence changes (Rinnooy Kan et al., 
2024: 2). The importance of voice is illustrated by the fact that volunteering may not enhance civic 
identity if it is not accompanied by having a voice in activities. However, school democracy may 
foster civic identity even without participation in specific activities (Šerek, 2017). Discourse on 
voice often highlights the voices of marginalised and underrepresented groups (McLeod, 2011: 
179–180), which is also one of the goals of this study.

Finally, agency is related to the active part of participation. It includes doing things for and with 
others – that is, civic action. Civic action is often divided into community volunteering and politi-
cal action (e.g. Ballard, 2014). However, ethnically minoritised youths’ civic participation should 
be understood in a way that pays attention to a variety of forms of community involvement, cross-
ing the border between private and public and including actions like building community spirit and 
staying out of trouble (Couton and Gaudet, 2008; Wray-Lake and Abrams, 2020). Civic agency, in 
turn, has been defined as capacity and motivation to civic action (Dahlgren et al., 2006; Khalili 
et al., 2024). Here, we address motivation more in terms of concern but define agency in terms of 
positioning as capable of civic action.

As can be seen above, the four elements are tightly interconnected. Belonging and civic concern 
create obligation and motivation for civic action. Civic action, in turn, increases one’s sense of 
belonging, especially when accompanied by voice. In contrast, a lack of voice or belonging (i.e. a 
sense of exclusion) may impede civic action or agency.

Civic engagement, education, and ethnically minoritised groups  
in Finland

Ethnically minoritised groups in Finland are relatively small. Traditional minorities include, for 
example, the Roma and the Sámi (Saukkonen, 2012). However, in the last three decades, immigra-
tion to Finland has increased considerably; indeed, the current growth in the overall population is 
based solely on immigration (Official Statistics of Finland, 2026). People with foreign backgrounds 
comprise 11.1% of the current population (Official Statistics of Finland, 2025) and primarily reside 
in urban areas. In this study, all experiences of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic minoritisation were 
of interest; however, the interviews, which were conducted in one socially disadvantaged neigh-
bourhood, included mostly migrant-background youths, as well as one person from a marginalised 
traditional Finnish minority.

Experiences of inclusion, exclusion, and discrimination among minoritised groups in Finland 
vary depending on ethnic and migration background. Roma communities have long faced struc-
tural barriers to education and employment (Weiste-Paakkanen et al., 2018). Feelings of exclusion 
are common among migrant-background youth, often linked to racism and discrimination (Saarinen 
and Zacheus, 2019; Zacheus et al., 2019). Individuals of African descent report disproportionately 
high levels of racist harassment and violence, with rates exceeding those in most other EU coun-
tries (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2024). Sense of school belonging also 
varies: first-generation immigrants from Russia and Estonia report weaker attachment, while 
Somali-background students show stronger belonging (Alisaari and Kilpi-Jakonen, 2022). 
Additionally, migrants often perceive ethnic groups as differing in their capacity to integrate and 
their perceived closeness to ‘Finnishness’ (Bontenbal, 2023).



4	 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

Kurdish-background youths report stronger connections to their local city and region than to 
either Finland or Kurdistan, although Kurdistan is associated with family heritage and Finland with 
future aspirations (Toivanen, 2014). Despite language skills and academic success, many migrant-
background youths see themselves as outsiders in Finland (Saarinen and Zacheus, 2019). Studies 
show they often identify as ‘foreigners’, perceiving the label ‘Finnish’ as exclusive (Haikkola, 2011; 
Luoma and Peltola, 2024), and may downplay racism’s impact (Zacheus et al., 2019).

Concerning civic engagement, Finnish young people (aged 14), overall, have scored below 
average on interest in politics, participation in diverse forms of active citizenship and school 
democracy in international comparisons (Schulz et al., 2018). In a national survey, one-third of 
young people below 20 reported having tried to influence societal issues relevant to them 
(Myllyniemi and Kiilakoski, 2019). Immigration-background youths were less interested in poli-
tics than average. For immigration-background girls, the interest was higher when they had lived 
longer in Finland, but there was no similar connexion for boys (Myllyniemi and Kiilakoski, 
2019). However, Suni and Mietola (2023) have suggested that the belief that ethnically minori-
tised youths are neither interested nor skilled enough to engage in politics creates a major barrier 
to their participation. In the municipal elections 2021, only 17.4% of foreign-background youths 
aged 18–24 who were entitled to vote actually did so, compared to the average of 35.4% (Official 
Statistics of Finland (OSF), 2021). Finnish civic education textbooks seem to construct a fairly 
restricted representation of active citizenship and portray the West as superior to the rest of the 
world, which fails to foster the civic identities of all young people (Mikander, 2023; Satokangas 
and Mikander, 2023).

Research procedures

The participants of this study primarily resided in one ethnically diverse, economically disadvan-
taged neighbourhood in one of the 10 biggest cities in Finland. Recruited participants included 
young people who spent time at the local youth centre and at after-school sports clubs, as well as 
student council members and peer instructors in an upper secondary school. Some participants 
were recruited through local contacts.

During the researchers’ initial in-field visits, potential participants were informed about the 
aims of the study. Participation was voluntary, and a written consent form was signed by each par-
ticipant. Being over 15 years of age, the participants were able to decide whether to participate in 
the study, but information about the study was sent to the parents through the interviewees below 
18 and by spreading information in the neighbourhood generally. The participants were told that 
they could leave any questions unanswered and pause or stop the interview. The interviewers rec-
ognised the possibility that certain topics could cause distress in the interviewees; thus, they some-
times reminded the interviewees that they had a right not to answer a question during the interviews 
or provided the interviewees an opportunity to reflect on the interview experience afterwards.

The research team comprised three members, one with an ethnically minoritised background 
and two with ethnically majoritised backgrounds. The interviewers informed prospective partici-
pants that they were seeking to recruit and interview youths who spoke languages other than 
Finnish in their homes. Compared to referring to a migration background or minoritised position, 
linguistic diversity was considered by the researchers to be the least othering way of approaching 
ethnically minoritised groups, although it was clear that the approach would exclude ethnically 
minoritised young people with endangered heritage languages, such as Sami youths. The inter-
views were not exclusive; however, only interviewees whose heritage language implied an ethni-
cally minoritised background – equating to 28 youths aged 15–19 years – have been included in 
this study. Seventeen interviews were conducted in Finnish, four in English, and four in Farsi. 
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Based on the preferences of the participants and on each situation, individual, pair, and group inter-
views were conducted. Pair interviews may reduce the power imbalance between the interviewer 
and a young participant and provide interviewees opportunities to build on each other’s responses 
(Eder and Fingerson, 2001). Most of the participants (n = 20) identified as male, seven identified as 
female, and one did not want to define their gender.

A rough map of the city was made available to assist the interviews (see Abebe et al., 2009). 
With the help of the map, participants were asked about the places where they met other young 
people and where they felt they belonged. To allow them to self-define their civic engagement, 
they were asked where they acted for the common good by helping others or influencing others’ 
opinions, and where they felt they had an influence on certain matters. Finally, they were asked 
about their dreams for their neighbourhood, for Finland, and for themselves.

The second round of interviews comprised eight young people and focussed on life-course his-
tories. The questions delved deeper into the participants’ experiences of acting for the common 
good, having perseverance, being encouraged or discouraged, and facing racism. Due to the lim-
ited number of participants in the second round of interviews, which is unlikely to be explained by 
a single factor, these discussions are primarily used in this study as discourses defining belonging, 
concern, voice, and agency rather than as the basis for a life-course analysis.

The data were analysed via a combination of qualitative content analysis and discourse analysis. 
The transcribed and anonymised interviews were read and coded by the first author using NVivo 
software. Mentions of belonging, concern, voice, and agency – the latter including both the experi-
ence of acting for the common good and a sense of the ability to change something – were identified 
and labelled with data-driven interpretations of the forms and contexts of each main category. In the 
Results section, selected excerpts illustrating the most frequent forms and contexts are discussed in 
a discourse-analytic manner, with the aim of establishing what kinds of subject positions the partici-
pants constructed for themselves as civic actors. In discourse analysis, ‘subject position’ refers to the 
responsibilities or opportunities attached to certain roles in social contexts and defined in discourse 
(Fairclough, 1992). Hence, the interview data should not be read as a direct testimony of what the 
participants did or felt but as negotiations of positions related to certain contexts (such as neighbour-
hoods or schools) and shaped by the interview situation – that is, with a researcher hailing from 
outside of the participant’s neighbourhood and in many cases representing a majoritised ethnicity.

In the following interview excerpts, participants’ gender identification is provided. Participants’ 
backgrounds are classified as follows: Finnish traditional minority, European (not Finnish), African 
(all were from Sub-Saharan regions), Middle Eastern, or Asian (excluding Middle Eastern). To 
ensure anonymity, more specific ethnic identifications have been concealed.

Results

Complicated belonging

The interviews addressed belonging through questions about self-identified ethnicity and the 
places where the participants felt they were part of the community. Local communities, such as 
schools, leisure activities, and neighbourhood peer groups, were mentioned often.

I myself like [the neighbourhood] because the people here are from different countries, and there are 
various cultures here. (Interview 15, female, Middle Eastern background)

Well, in principle, I’ve grown up in [the neighbourhood], so it has always been the place where there has 
been [a sports pitch], [where I have a sense of belonging], so I’ve just grown into it basically. (Interview 
5, male, Middle Eastern background)
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Yeah, I think I do [have a sense of belonging to the religious community]. I feel like there are a lot of 
people there who understand me in a way, and I feel like there are more people there who are like me, so I 
feel more comfortable there. (Interview 7, female, Asian background)

In these examples, belonging was constructed as having something in common, for instance, a shared 
history (Interview 5) and being alike and hence being understood (Interview 7). In Interview 15, the 
participant referred to people being from different countries; thus, non-Finnishness was constructed 
as a shared feature, reflecting the power relationships that minoritise non-Finnish ethnicities.

The relationship with Finnishness, however, was more complicated. Some participants reported 
their ethnic identity as both Finnish and ethnically minoritised or were undecided about how to 
describe it:

No, I’m like 100% [of African nationality]. But then again, we live in Finland. So, you know. (Interview 
19, male, African background)

Here, the interviewee constructed himself as a pure member of an African nationality but struggled 
to articulate how living in Finland or ‘Finnishness’ played a role in his belonging. This implies a lack 
of suitable discourses, such as those involving the concepts of hybrid identity and civic identity.

In contrast, the participant from a traditional Finnish ethnic minority reported an unproblematic 
Finnish identity, possibly reflecting the stigmatisation or ongoing identity negotiations of immi-
grants in the neighbourhood. Three immigrant-background interviewees referred to themselves as 
Finns on certain occasions; two had ‘Finnish’ friends at school, while the other was part of a sports 
team with mostly ‘Finnish’ teammates. The latter defined herself as a Finn in comparison to friends 
with her same background due to, for instance, her accent. Thus, ‘Finnishness’ seemed to be some-
thing that close relationships with the ethnically majoritised youths could create, but features of 
‘Finnishness’ could also mark a barrier to one’s ethnic community.

The most frequent discourse by far was referring to Finns as ‘them’, a practice constructing 
those engaged in such discourse as non-Finns:

[W]hen I was in primary school in [our neighbourhood] school, there were only two Finns in our class. 
(Interview 13, male, African background)

Sometimes, when we’re out, we encounter Finns who have never lived with foreigners [or have lived] 
somewhere in [the neighbourhood] where there aren’t that many foreigners. (Interview 30, second round, 
male, European background)

The latter of these interviewees also labelled himself as a foreigner, which is not necessarily a 
completely excluded position (Haikkola, 2011): In the excerpt, ‘Finns’ are constructed as having to 
get used to foreigners; consequently, a right to exist is constructed for ‘foreigners’.

Inclusion and exclusion from the category of ‘Finns’ was discussed by one interviewee:

Some of our teachers refer to us as Finns in school. I remember discussing Finnishness with a friend in one 
class, and then our teacher told us that we were also Finns because we were born in Finland and had 
Finnish citizenship. So, we’re Finnish. However, not all teachers and people think the same way. (Interview 
22, second round, female, Middle Eastern)

The intervention of a teacher who defines Finnishness in a way that resists ethnic minoritisation 
was constructed as an exception. Such exceptionality implies the dominance of discourses that 
exclude the ethnically minoritised youths from Finnishness.
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The participants’ minoritised positions clearly played a part in their sense of belonging. They 
constructed distinctions between themselves and the ‘Finns’ as well as tight emotional connections 
to their minoritised ethnic and religious communities (see also Khalili et al., 2024; Kimanen et al., 
2025). Closeness and significance of the shared experiences were also the elements of which 
belonging to the local community were constructed. However, the significance of local identity 
was probably also due to the fact that it was not questioned from outside, similar to Finnishness, 
the mainstream national identity.

Specific local and abstract societal concerns – Or no concern

Concern was addressed via questions about the things the participants wanted to have an influence 
over and their dreams for the future. A fairly common answer was that nothing should be changed:

[N]othing should be changed here, at least from my point of view. So, if everything [here] is the same in 
ten years, everything will be all right. Everything will be okay. (Interview 6, female, African background)

According to Rubin (2007), not finding anything to change is often a privileged experience, as it 
may be difficult to acknowledge societal problems from a privileged position. This begs the ques-
tion of why the interviewees in the current study, who were non-privileged in terms of residential 
area and ethnic background, occasionally adopted this position. First, socioeconomic injustice may 
have been more prevalent in the context of Rubin’s (2007) study than in the neighbourhood in 
which the current study took place. Second, an unconcerned position may allow one to symboli-
cally oppose injustices while avoiding practical engagement with them. Third, the power relation 
between the white interviewees and the ethnically minoritised youths may have created a situation 
in which some participants avoided voicing direct criticism. Indeed, in Bontenbal’s (2023) research, 
migrants constructed changing the Finnish society as disadvantageous and something that ‘good 
migrants’ would not do.

Nevertheless, local concerns were discussed at some point in almost all the interviews. Often, 
the specific topic was the targeted disadvantaged suburb’s negative reputation, which was asked 
about specifically in the interview questions. The poor conditions of houses, restlessness, and out-
dated sports facilities were other local issues of concern very similarly to the study by Peltola et al. 
(2023):

I wish we had fewer alcoholics in [the neighbourhood]. (Interview 22, female, Middle Eastern background)

Many young people come to [the local sports hall] because they want to participate in sports but do not 
have the financial means to do so. Although it’s a good option, I believe the facilities are outdated, and I’d 
like to make some changes if possible. For example, if there’s only one bicycle available, people will have 
to wait a long time for their turn. (Interview 16, female, Middle Eastern background)

The connexion between the macro-level economy and local realities was recognised in Interview 
16; the participant mentioned that public sports services provided social justice, but scarcity dimin-
ished equity. In the voicing of such concerns, an ethnically minoritised position was not con-
structed as an issue.

One of the local concerns was racism. There were contrasting discourses on it: some narrated 
cases of it in the local community or school, but some constructed it either as an issue that mainly 
belonged elsewhere, even outside Finland. Racism was also diminished in other ways:
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Well, I wouldn’t quite say racism because in my view, racism is a really big word. (Interviewee 34, second 
round, male, Middle Eastern background)

Racism was also denied the status of a concern:

I don’t mind if people mock me. It’s my body, and I like it. (Interview 16, female, Middle Eastern 
background)

Zacheus et al. (2019) reported similar accounts in their study. In the present study, the same partici-
pants expressed critical accounts of racism and fought it in some instances and used diminishing 
discourses in others. The participants seemed to resist the impact of racism on their behaviour by 
constructing themselves as both aware of and not affected by racism. Visible markers of ethnicity 
came up frequently. Although four (Black) African background participants diminished racism, 
two did not. Besides, two other background participants who did not diminish racism, gave exam-
ples about racism targeting Black individuals.

In less than half of the interviews the young people also found some concerns for the broader 
society, such as the economy, security, and peace:

For Finland, I want no war to happen in it. I want Finland to have peace. I also want the economy to remain 
good and the inflation not to hit the people too hard. (Interview 17, male, Finnish traditional minority)

Compared to the local concerns, the concerns for the broader society were big concepts, only occa-
sionally illustrated by personal examples. However, the concerns for peace and about price infla-
tion (both mentioned in two interviews) convey that the biggest news of the year 2022, the war in 
Ukraine and the consequent economic challenges, had reached these young people. Socioeconomic 
disadvantages and personal or family experiences of war were also reflected in these concerns.

The wishes for the local context were specific and frequent, and the broader society was primar-
ily discussed as an enabler of a good and secure life. The minoritised position primarily manifested 
as concerns about discrimination and racism. Structural injustices were only occasionally con-
structed, so the discourses of local concern and no concern provided the youths with positions that 
were not too affected by structures.

Voice in everyday contexts

Having a voice was discussed when we asked the participants to mention and possibly describe 
contexts in which they were able to exert an influence on something, such as choosing or deciding 
something or getting their opinions heard. In 15 interviews the young people mentioned school as 
a place where they had a voice.

You can have an influence on anything if you want to. Our teacher told us, for instance, that if there’s 
anything we think should be changed, we have to tell the student council about it. (Interview 4, male, 
European background)

In school, we have an influence when we do tasks, such as on whether we’ll go to the corridor or somewhere 
else to do our tasks. So, our opinion always kind of influences the teacher’s decision. (Interview 8, male, 
European background)

Having a voice in school seemed to refer to both classroom practices and ground rules, and student 
council members also mentioned diverse events. Similar examples concerning leisure activities 
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were also mentioned, but they were much fewer. The interviewed student council members also 
constructed school as a site of well-functioning democratic practices: initiatives were also received 
from pupils, beyond the student council, and teachers took them seriously even if the suggested 
changes were not always carried out. The strength of the discourse of a democratic school environ-
ment is noteworthy because Finnish young people, on average, have a low sense of having a voice 
in school (Schulz et al., 2018). However, when asked about having a voice in school, most voca-
tional school students stated that they did not have a voice there.

The young interviewees mentioned different forms of having a voice. Some of them were part 
of the student council or other working groups in their schools, and some described how they could 
promote their ideas through their peers or through adults. Outside school, the participants mainly 
constructed themselves no voice:

In the football field and shopping centres, I can’t influence anything, but in school, I feel I can have a role. 
For example, in the football field, we can decide about our teams, when we want to play, but we can’t decide 
to change the field or do something for the facilities. (Interview 15, female, Middle Eastern background)

Here, a boundary of influence is drawn between interactions among peers and public spaces apart 
from school. Public spaces were mentioned by two other interviewees as spaces where the partici-
pants did not have a voice.

In contrast, some interviewees said that they could have an influence on whatever they wanted 
to have an influence on, without mentioning any specific contexts:

I can have an influence on pretty much anything I want to have an influence on, but apart from that there’s 
nothing on which I’d like to have an influence. (Interview 17, male, Finnish traditional minority)

Well, if I have an opinion about an issue, people usually listen. It has never occurred to me that nobody 
will listen to my opinion. (Interview 13, male, African background)

The discourse of a self-evident voice constructed a powerful position for the young interviewees 
by defining any context beyond their influence as uninteresting. This can be interpreted partly 
similarly to the discourse of ‘no concern’ (see above).

Otherwise, having a voice was limited to local contexts, such as the school and leisure activities. 
No minoritised position was constructed in these accounts; the voice was not limited by majority 
prejudices or peer community power structures. Here, the neighbourhood’s high diversity level 
might have contributed to a situation in which such power imbalances were not visible or recog-
nised (see also Kimanen et al., 2025).

Civic agency in everyday and peer contexts

Experiences of civic action were discussed when participants were asked about the contexts in 
which they worked for the common good, such as helping others or trying to make positive changes. 
Agency was addressed via follow-up questions asking how matters related to the participants’ 
concerns could be improved upon. Both instances were interpreted as positioning as capable of 
civic action. Many participants found it difficult to answer these questions. However, 18 of the 
interviews included relevant mentions. The most frequent contexts of action were school, informal 
and formal leisure activities, and religious communities.

Forms of civic action mentioned by the participants varied. In the study of Wray-Lake and 
Abrams (2020), ethnically minoritised youths living in a violence-ridden, disadvantaged 
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neighbourhood defined staying out of trouble as a form of civic engagement. In the current study, 
some participants responded similarly. Indeed, the civic dimension is sometimes hard to define:

Well, we help each other, I guess, such as in tests [in school], and if somebody is in trouble in a social 
situation, then we usually help out in whatever way we can. (Interview 7, male, Asian background)

But here in [the neighbourhood], what usually works is that I help somebody, and then, at some point, I 
need help, so I get help, and it doesn’t even have to be from anybody really close to me, such as my 
[friend]. (Interview 17, male, Finnish traditional minority)

[Young people can contribute to a peaceful future for the neighbourhood] so we won’t fight or argue with 
each other pointlessly. So everybody will be fine with everybody. (Interviewee 8, male, European 
background)

How can I explain [how to influence a decision, decide or choose something]? [Laughter] [–] Let’s say I 
have a dream job. In Finland, you can get along fine if you have a good job. For instance, people have to 
study or work to succeed. [–] You have to pay taxes. Get along fine. And yeah, you have to save. (Interview 
19, male, African background)

The mention of helping peers prepare for tests (Interview 7) seems to represent everyday mutual 
support instead of civic action, as the help provided was not premised on, for instance, the signifi-
cance of education for ethnically minoritised youths. Helping one’s peers in social situations is 
more oriented towards the well-being of the community; indeed, mutual helping was described as 
an important obligation in the local youth community (Interview 17). In addition, avoiding unnec-
essary quarrelling was mentioned as an act for a peaceful future (Interview 8), thus constructing a 
bridge between individual behaviour and the living conditions of the community. The participant 
in Interview 19 reacted to the researcher’s operationalisation of voice (see above) by describing 
how the attainment of personal goals has a societal dimension. According to his discourse, a minor-
itised person in Finland needs to contribute to society by achieving economic independence and 
paying taxes to gain an esteemed position in society (the discourse of ‘advantageous migrant’ in 
Finland more thoroughly discussed by Bontenbal, 2023).

The most frequently mentioned (in 11 interviews) form of civic action was fostering community 
spirit. Interviewees who were volunteer peer instructors, school student council members, and peer 
athletic instructors described the events they arranged. They usually described these proceedings 
as fun, but they also constructed wider social implications for the activities, such as helping peers 
to make friends and fostering a sense of belonging. Other forms of action that were mentioned by 
more than one interviewee included donating and raising money, participating in school elections, 
and instructing children’s groups in religious communities.

In some instances, the interviewees constructed themselves as having no agency:

You can do basically nothing about it [elderly people’s racism]. (Interview 34, male, Middle Eastern 
background)

I don’t really know what young people could do [to change the neighbourhood’s reputation]. (Interview 6, 
female, African background)

In these accounts, particularly young age is constructed as limiting agency. Racist behaviour and 
bad reputation of the neighbourhood were topics mentioned by more than one interviewee as mat-
ters beyond the participants’ agency. However, in the interview 34 (second round), the participant 
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also mentioned that he did correct racist speech he encountered while working, and so did an 
African background participant in interview 35 (second round). The contradictory status of racism 
in the participants’ civic identity is thus illustrated both here and among the concerns.

In contrast, agency in certain matters was constructed to other actors, such as the city adminis-
tration or state government:

The government [can have new houses built in the neighbourhood]. In my view, if the government says 
something, people listen. (Interviewee 18, gender undefined, Middle Eastern background)

Probably limiting alcohol use and stating how or when alcohol will be sold [will help change the reputation 
of the neighbourhood]. (Interviewee 9, female, Asian background)

In both accounts, the agency is constructed as distant from the participants themselves. Additionally, 
the positive change is attributed to obeying the laws and authorities which may reflect the dis-
course of ‘advantageous migrant’.

The interviewed ethnically minoritised youths constructed themselves as agents in their peer 
networks and closest communities, such as their schools or religious communities, or in their lei-
sure activities. By contrast, they defined racism and issues in the neighbourhood mainly as being 
beyond their agency. Occasionally, they also made some explicit or implicit bridges to wider soci-
ety by pointing out how larger changes begin from individual behaviour and interactions in one’s 
closest networks. By limiting their agency to matters within their closest circles, the young inter-
viewees also constructed a limited responsibility to act, implying that, the responsibility to act in 
wider issues belonged to the authorities. On the other hand, the local forms of agency were avail-
able to them as ethnically minoritised youths living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. Formal 
civic participation beyond one’s school or hobbies is not very common among Finnish young 
people in general (Myllyniemi and Kiilakoski, 2019; Schulz et al., 2018), and there may be obsta-
cles to participation for ethnically minoritised ethnic youths who have complicated relationships 
with the ‘Finns’ (see the ‘Belonging’ section).

Conclusion and discussion – Addressing belonging, concern,  
voice, and agency of minoritised youth

In terms of belonging, the participants constructed identities situated between inclusion and exclu-
sion. Their ethnic self-definitions varied, but they frequently positioned themselves as foreigners 
living in Finland – distinct from ‘Finns’ but not without a right to be in Finland, which is similar to 
the findings of Haikkola (2011). Local communities (the school and neighbourhood) were impor-
tant to the participants, which is in line with Bruhn and Gonzales’s (2023) conception of ethnically 
minoritised youths’ community belonging, as well as the findings of Toivanen (2014). Local iden-
tity provided a position that was not questioned from the outside, as Finnishness could have been. 
Thus, having a strong local identity may help ethnically minoritised youths gain some control over 
their position in society, wherein they are often marginalised.

For the participants, matters of concern, voice, and agency were primarily at a local level. 
They cited mostly local issues as needing to be changed, claimed to have a voice among their 
peers and at school (with certain exceptions), and positioned themselves as actors at school, dur-
ing leisure activities, and among their peers. Broader societal issues were also mentioned and 
sometimes presented as having local consequences. Similarly, individual behaviour was linked 
to community well-being, especially with regard to school events. Admittedly, these are the 
lowest-threshold forms of civic engagement for all young people. Unlike in research from the 
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United States (e.g. May et al., 2022; Roy et al., 2019; Rubin, 2007), positions as activists or criti-
cisers of the social structures were seldom constructed. The context was obviously different, and 
the power relation between the two ethnically majoritised interviewers and the ethnically minor-
itised interviewees may have further toned-down criticism. Furthermore, structural oppression 
may have been resisted at a symbolical level through positioning oneself as unaffected by its 
impact (see Zacheus et al., 2019).

Statistics show less political engagement among ethnically minoritised youths (Myllyniemi  
and Kiilakoski, 2019; Official Statistics of Finland (OSF), 2021), so the notion of civic identity as 
comprising belonging, concern, voice, and agency may at least partly explain this gap. If young 
people do not have a sense of belonging to the broader society, they are not likely to find broader 
societal issues relevant (concern) but instead construct them as beyond their voice and agency. Our 
results show how the ethnically minoritised youths constructed local belonging, concern, voice, 
and agency. As these elements of civic identity are introduced in this article, there is not yet enough 
existing research on them in the whole youth population so it is difficult to judge whether they are 
minority strategies or rather dependent on their age. Distinct minority-related aspects include, 
however, racism as a concern and target of agency, complicated belonging and the ideal of ‘advan-
tageous migrant’ (e.g. Bontenbal, 2023).

As a limitation of this study, it can be noted that the participants represented socially active 
youths who were engaged in hobbies and school democracy, so the degree of agency and belong-
ing, although moderate in the data, was likely above average. The participants were predominantly 
male. However, the female participants were sufficiently represented, especially given that no clear 
differences were detected between genders.

The theoretical implications of this study are twofold. First, understanding civic identity as 
consisting of belonging, concern, voice, and agency provides a tool for a holistic approach to 
civic education. If civic identity is defined as a sense of connexion and a responsibility to act for 
the common good (Kirshner, 2009; Šerek, 2017), it follows that belonging is not merely a matter 
of identification but also a sense of empathy or responsibility towards other members of the 
community. Responsibility and solidarity are also at play in terms of concern. Although learning 
to recognise issues that affect one’s own life is a good starting point in civic education, its 
broader goals require widening pupils’ moral circles. This entails understanding how a system  
or a society that seems to be working well for some of members may be discriminating against 
others. Future research could pay more attention to the moral dimension of civic identity and 
possibly redirect the notion of concern towards, for instance, caring about civic issues (see also 
Haduong et al., 2024).

Second, as the concepts of civic agency, action, and voice have already been elaborated in some 
studies (e.g. Wray-Lake and Abrams, 2020), there may be a further need to define civic belonging 
and civic concern (or civic care). As a concept, civic belonging could provide an alternative to the 
complexities inherent in ideas of ethnic and national identification. Moreover, following the dis-
cussions on civic agency and voice, the notion of civic concern could lead to discussions of how 
civic targets of concern or care, opinion, and action can be distinguished from other targets. 
However, as the findings of the current study confirmed, what is needed in this regard is a contin-
uum rather than a clear-cut division.

Distinguishing belonging, concern, voice, and agency can inform civic education and eventu-
ally impact the civic participation of ethnically – and possibly socioeconomically and otherwise – 
minoritised youths. Belonging is the foundation of civic identity, so it should not be bypassed in 
civic education; however, it can and must be fostered on other diverse occasions as well. This 
underlines the need to be candid about the inclusive notion of nationality. Moreover, sensitivity is 
needed to foster a sense of belonging to both diverse ethnic communities and mainstream society. 
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Furthermore, all youths need a critical awareness of the structures that connect the local and soci-
etal levels, as well as those that maintain discrimination and exclusion. Such awareness may 
expand everyday concerns into societal issues that require agency and the voicing of opinions. In 
addition, it may enable ethnically minoritised youths to fight against systemic power dynamics and 
gain access to more central societal positions. In other words, civic education needs to foster 
awareness of the minoritised voices that are often silenced. In terms of agency, ethnically minori-
tised youths may feel that they must address their difficulties with no help other than from informal 
networks. Civic education must overcome this barrier and convince ethnically minoritised youths 
that in addition to individual effort, collective civic engagement can amend their positions. A defi-
cit approach – treating minoritised youths as less capable of collective action (Suni and Mietola, 
2023) – can be avoided when these measures are conducted as whole class activities.
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